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Preface

Growing up in the Soviet Union, I was close to both my grandmothers. One,
Angelina Ivanovna Zhdanovich, was born to a gentry family, attended an
institute for noble maidens, graduated from the Maly Theater acting school in
Moscow, and was overtaken by the Red Army in Vladikavkaz in 1920. She took
great pride in her Cossack ancestors and lost everything she owned in the
revolution. At the end of her life, she was a loyal Soviet citizen at peace with her
past and at home in her country. The other, Berta (Brokhe) Ilosifovna
Kostrinskaia, was born in the Pale of Settlement, never graduated from school,
went to prison as a Communist, emigrated to Argentina, and returned in 1931 to
take part in the building of socialism. In her old age, she took great pride in her
Jewish ancestors and considered most of her life to have been a mistake. This
book is dedicated to her memory.
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The Jewish Century




Introduction

The Modern Age is the Jewish Age, and the twentieth century, in particular, is
the Jewish Century. Modernization is about everyone becoming urban, mobile,
literate, articulate, intellectually intricate, physically fastidious, and
occupationally flexible. It is about learning how to cultivate people and symbols,
not fields or herds. It is about pursuing wealth for the sake of learning, learning
for the sake of wealth, and both wealth and learning for their own sake. It is
about transforming peasants and princes into merchants and priests, replacing
inherited privilege with acquired prestige, and dismantling social estates for the
benefit of individuals, nuclear families, and book-reading tribes (nations).
Modernization, in other words, is about everyone becoming Jewish.

Some peasants and princes have done better than others, but no one is better
at being Jewish than the Jews themselves. In the age of capital, they are the most
creative entrepreneurs; in the age of alienation, they are the most experienced
exiles; and in the age of expertise, they are the most proficient professionals.
Some of the oldest Jewish specialties—commerce, law, medicine, textual
interpretation, and cultural mediation—have become the most fundamental (and
the most Jewish) of all modern pursuits. It is by being exemplary ancients that
the Jews have become model moderns.

The principal religion of the Modern Age is nationalism, a faith that
represents the new society as the old community and allows newly urbanized
princes and peasants to feel at home abroad. Every state must be a tribe; every
tribe must have a state. Every land is promised, every language Adamic, every
capital Jerusalem, and every people chosen (and ancient). The Age of
Nationalism, in other words, is about every nation becoming Jewish.

In nineteenth-century Europe (the birthplace of the Age of Nationalism), the
greatest exception was the Jews themselves. The most successful of all modern
tribes, they were also the most vulnerable. The greatest beneficiaries of the Age
of Capitalism, they would become the greatest victims of the Age of
Nationalism. More desperate than any other European nation for state protection,



they were the least likely to receive it because no European nation-state could
possibly claim to be the embodiment of the Jewish nation. Most European
nation-states, in other words, contained citizens who combined spectacular
success with irredeemable tribal foreignness. The Jewish Age was also the Age
of anti-Semitism.

All the main modern (antimodern) prophecies were also solutions to the
Jewish predicament. Freudianism, which was predominantly Jewish, proclaimed
the beleaguered loneliness of the newly “emancipated” to be a universal human
condition and proposed a course of treatment that applied liberal checks and
balances (managed imperfection) to the individual human soul. Zionism, the
most eccentric of all nationalisms, argued that the proper way to overcome
Jewish vulnerability was not for everyone else to become like the Jews but for
the Jews to become like everyone else. Marx’s own Marxism began with the
proposition that the world’s final emancipation from Jewishness was possible
only through a complete destruction of capitalism (because capitalism was naked
Jewishness). And of course Nazism, the most brutally consistent of all
nationalisms, believed that the creation of a seamless national community was
possible only through a complete destruction of the Jews (because Jewishness
was naked cosmopolitanism).

One reason the twentieth century became the Jewish Century is that Hitler’s
attempt to put his vision into practice led to the canonization of the Nazis as
absolute evil and the reemergence of the Jews as universal victims. The other
reasons have to do with the collapse of the Russian Empire’s Pale of Settlement
and the three messianic pilgrimages that followed: the Jewish migration to the
United States, the most consistent version of liberalism; the Jewish migration to
Palestine, the Promised Land of secularized Jewishness; and the Jewish
migration to the cities of the Soviet Union, a world free of both capitalism and
tribalism (or so it seemed).

This book is an attempt to tell the story of the Jewish Age and explain its
origins and implications. Chapter 1 discusses diaspora Jewish life in a
comparative perspective; chapter 2 describes the transformation of peasants into
Jews and Jews into Frenchmen, Germans, and others; chapter 3 focuses on the
Jewish Revolution within the Russian Revolution; and chapter 4 follows the
daughters of Tevye the Milkman to the United States, Palestine, and—most
particularly—Moscow. The book ends at the end of the Jewish Century—but not
at the end of the Jewish Age.

The individual chapters are quite different in genre, style, and size (growing
progressively by a factor of two but stopping mercifully at four altogether). The



reader who does not like chapter 1 may like chapter 2 (and the other way
around). The reader who does not like chapters 1 and 2 may like chapter 3. The
reader who does not like chapters 1, 2, and 3 may not benefit from trying to
carry on.

Finally, this book is about Jews as much as it is about the Jewish Century.
“Jews,” for the purposes of this story, are the members of traditional Jewish
communities (Jews by birth, faith, name, language, occupation, self-description,
and formal ascription) and their children and grandchildren (whatever their faith,
name, language, occupation, self-description, or formal ascription). The main
purpose of the story is to describe what happened to Tevye’s children, no matter
what they thought of Tevye and his faith. The central subjects of the story are
those of Tevye’s children who abandoned him and his faith and were, for a time
and for that reason, forgotten by the rest of the family.



Chapter 1

MERCURY’S SANDALS: THE JEWS AND OTHER
NOMADS

Let Ares doze, that other war
Is instantly declared once more
"Twixt those who follow
Precocious Hermes all the way
And those who without qualms obey
Pompous Apollo.
—W. H. Auden, “Under Which Lyre”

There was nothing particularly unusual about the social and economic position
of the Jews in medieval and early modern Europe. Many agrarian and pastoral
societies contained groups of permanent strangers who performed tasks that the
natives were unable or unwilling to perform. Death, trade, magic, wilderness,
money, disease, and internal violence were often handled by people who claimed
—or were assigned to—different gods, tongues, and origins. Such specialized
foreigners could be procured sporadically as individual slaves, scribes,
merchants, or mercenaries, or they could be permanently available as
demographically complete endogamous descent groups. They might have been
allowed or forced to specialize in certain jobs because they were ethnic
strangers, or they might have become ethnic strangers because they specialized
in certain jobs—either way, they combined renewable ethnicity with a dangerous
occupation. In India, such self-reproducing but not self-sufficient communities
formed a complex symbolic and economic hierarchy; elsewhere, they led a
precarious and sometimes ghostly existence as outcasts without a religiously
sanctioned caste system.



In medieval Korea, the Koli such’ok and Hwach’ok-chaein peoples were
employed as basket weavers, shoemakers, hunters, butchers, sorcerers, torturers,
border guards, buffoons, dancers, and pup-peteers. In Ashikaga and Tokugawa
Japan, the Eta specialized in animal slaughter, public executions, and mortuary
services, and the Hinin monopolized begging, prostitution, juggling, dog
training, and snake charming. In early twentieth-century Africa, the Yibir
practiced magic, surgery, and leatherwork among the Somalis; the Fuga of
southern Ethiopia were ritual experts and entertainers as well as wood-carvers
and potters; and throughout the Sahel, Sahara, and Sudan, traveling blacksmiths
often doubled as cattle dealers, grave diggers, circumcisers, peddlers, jewelers,
musicians, and conflict mediators. In Europe, various “Gypsy” and “Traveler”
groups specialized in tinsmithing, knife sharpening, chimney sweeping, horse
dealing, fortune-telling, jewelry making, itinerant trading, entertainment, and
scavenging (including begging, stealing, and the collection of scrap metal and
used clothing for resale).

Most itinerant occupations were accompanied by exchange, and some
“stranger” minorities became professional merchants. The Sheikh Mohammadi
of eastern Afghanistan followed seasonal migration routes to trade manufactured
goods for agricultural produce; the Humli-Khyampa of far western Nepal
bartered Tibetan salt for Nepalese rice; the Yao from the Lake Malawi area
opened up an important segment of the Indian Ocean trade network; and the
Kooroko of Wasulu (in present-day Mali) went from being pariah blacksmiths to
Wasulu-wide barterers to urban merchants to large-scale commercial kola nut
distributors. !

Outcast-to-capitalist careers were not uncommon elsewhere in Africa and in
much of Eurasia. Jewish, Armenian, and Nestorian (Assyrian) entrepreneurs
parlayed their transgressor expertise into successful commercial activities even
as the majority of their service-oriented kinsmen continued to ply traditional
low-status trades as peddlers, cobblers, barbers, butchers, porters, blacksmiths,
and moneylenders. Most of the world’s long-distance trade was dominated by
politically and militarily sponsored diasporas—Hellene, Phoenician, Muslim,
Venetian, Genoese, Portuguese, Dutch, and British, among others—but there was
always room for unprotected and presumably neutral strangers. Just as an
itinerant Sheikh Mohammadi peddler could sell a bracelet to a secluded Pashtun
woman or mediate between two warriors without jeopardizing their honor, the
Jewish entrepreneur could cross the Christian-Muslim divide, serve as an army
contractor, or engage in tabooed but much-needed “usury.” In the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, Armenian merchants presided over a dense commercial



network that connected the competing Ottoman, Safavid, Mughal, Russian, and
Dutch empires by making use of professionally trained agents, standardized
contracts, and detailed manuals on international weights, measures, tariffs, and
prices. In the eighteenth century, the clashing interests of the Russian and
Ottoman empires were ably represented by Baltic German and Phanariot Greek
diplomats.?

Internally, too, strangeness could be an asset. By not intermarrying,
fraternizing, or fighting with their hosts, outcast communities were the symbolic
equivalents of eunuchs, monks, and celibate or hereditary priests insofar as they
remained outside the traditional web of kinship obligations, blood friendships,
and family feuds. The strictly endogamous Inadan gunsmiths and jewelers of the
Sahara could officiate at Tuareg weddings, sacrifices, child-naming ceremonies,
and victory celebrations because they were not subject to the Tuareg avoidance
rules, marriage politics, and dignity requirements. Similarly, the Nawar peddlers
allowed the Rwala Bedouin households to exchange delicate information with
their neighbors; the Armenian “Amira” provided the Ottoman court with
trustworthy tax farmers, mint superintendents, and gunpowder manufacturers;
and Jewish leaseholders and innkeepers made it possible for Polish landowners
to squeeze profits from their serfs without abandoning the rhetoric of patriarchal
reciprocity.’

The rise of European colonialism created more and better-specialized
strangers as mercantile capitalism encroached on previously unmonetized
regional exchange systems and peasant economies. In India, the Parsis of
Bombay and Gujarat became the principal commercial intermediaries between
the Europeans, the Indian hinterland, and the Far East. Descendants of eighth-
century Zoroastrian refugees from Muslim-dominated Iran, they formed a
closed, endogamous, self-administered community that remained outside the
Hindu caste system and allowed for relatively greater mobility. Having started
out as peddlers, weavers, carpenters, and liquor purveyors, with the arrival of the
Europeans in the sixteenth century they moved into brokering, moneylending,
shipbuilding, and international commerce. By the mid—nineteenth century, the
Parsis had become Bombay’s leading bankers, industrialists, and professionals,
as well as India’s most proficient English-speakers and most determined
practitioners of Western social rituals.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, more than two million Chinese
followed European capital to Southeast Asia (where they found numerous earlier
colonies), the Indian Ocean, Africa, and the Americas. Some of them went as
indentured laborers, but the majority (including many erstwhile “coolies”)



moved into the service sector, eventually dominating Southeast Asian trade and
industry. In East Africa, the “middleman” niche between the European elite and
the indigenous nomads and agriculturalists was occupied by the Indians, who
were brought in after 1895 to build (or die building) the Uganda Railway but
ended up monopolizing retail trade, clerical jobs, and many urban professions.
Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Jains, and Goan Catholics from a variety of castes, they
all became baniyas (traders). Similar choices were made by Lebanese and Syrian
Christians (and some Muslims) who went to West Africa, the United States,
Latin America, and the Caribbean. The majority started out as peddlers (the
“coral men” of the African “bush” or mescates of the Brazilian interior), then
opened permanent shops, and eventually branched out into industry, banking,
real estate, transportation, politics, and entertainment. Wherever the Lebanese
went, they had a good chance of facing some competition from Armenians,

Greeks, Jews, Indians, or Chinese, among others.*

All these groups were nonprimary producers specializing in the delivery of
goods and services to the surrounding agricultural or pastoral populations. Their
principal resource base was human, not natural, and their expertise was in
“foreign” affairs. They were the descendants—or predecessors—of Hermes
(Mercury), the god of all those who did not herd animals, till the soil, or live by
the sword; the patron of rule breakers, border crossers, and go-betweens; the
protector of people who lived by their wit, craft, and art.

Most traditional pantheons had trickster gods analogous to Hermes, and most
societies had members (guilds or tribes) who looked to them for sanction and
assistance. Their realm was enormous but internally coherent, for it lay entirely
on the margins. Hermes’ name derives from the Greek word for “stone heap,”
and his early cult was primarily associated with boundary markers. Hermes’
protégés communicated with spirits and strangers as magicians, morticians,
merchants, messengers, sacrificers, healers, seers, minstrels, craftsmen,
interpreters, and guides—all closely related activities, as sorcerers were heralds,
heralds were sorcerers, and artisans were artful artificers, as were traders, who
were also sorcerers and heralds. They were admired but also feared and despised
by their food-producing and food-plundering (aristocratic) hosts both on and off
Mount Olympus. Whatever they brought from abroad could be marvelous, but it
was always dangerous: Hermes had the monopoly on round-trips to Hades;
Prometheus, another artful patron of artisans, brought the most marvelous and
dangerous gift of all; Hephaestus, the divine blacksmith, created Pandora, the



first woman and source of all the trouble and temptation in the world; and the
two Roman gods of the boundary (besides Mercury) were Janus, the two-faced
sponsor of beginnings whose name meant “doorway,” and Silvanus, the
supervisor of the savage (silvaticus) world beyond the threshold.’

One could choose to emphasize heroism, dexterity, deviousness, or
foreignness, but what all of Hermes’ followers had in common was their
mercuriality, or impermanence. In the case of nations, it meant that they were all
transients and wanderers—from fully nomadic Gypsy groups, to mostly
commercial communities divided into fixed brokers and traveling agents, to
permanently settled populations who thought of themselves as exiles. Whether
they knew no homeland, like the Irish Travelers or the Sheikh Mohammadi, had
lost it, like the Armenians and the Jews, or had no political ties to it, like the
Overseas Indians or Lebanese, they were perpetual resident aliens and vocational
foreigners (the Javanese word for “trader,” wong dagang, also means “foreigner”
and “wanderer,” or “tramp”). Their origin myths and symbolic destinations were
always different from those of their clients—and so were their dwellings, which
were either mobile or temporary. A Jewish house in Ukraine did not resemble the
peasant hut next door, not because it was Jewish in architecture (there was no
such thing) but because it was never painted, mended, or decorated. It did not
belong to the landscape; it was a dry husk that contained the real treasure—the
children of Israel and their memory. All nomads defined themselves in
genealogical terms; most “service nomads” persisted in doing so in the midst of
dominant agrarian societies that sacralized space. They were people wedded to
time, not land; people seen as both homeless and historic, rootless and
“ancient.”®

Whatever the sources of difference, it was the fact of difference that mattered
the most. Because only strangers could do certain dangerous, marvelous, and
distasteful things, the survival of people specializing in such things depended on
their success at being strangers. According to Brian L. Foster, for example, in the
early 1970s the Mon people of Thailand were divided into rice farmers and river
traders. The farmers referred to themselves as Thai, spoke little Mon, and
claimed to speak even less; the traders called themselves Mon, spoke mostly
Mon, and claimed to speak even more. The farmers were frequently unsure
whether they were of Mon ancestry; the traders were quite sure that their farmer
clients were not (or they would not have been their clients). Everyone involved
agreed that it was impossible to engage in commerce without being crooked;
being crooked meant acting in ways that farmers considered unbecoming a
fellow villager. “In fact, a trader who was subject to the traditional social



obligations and constraints would find it very difficult to run a viable
business. . . . It would be difficult for him to refuse credit, and it would not be
possible to collect debts. If he followed the ideology strictly, he would not even
try to make a profit.”’

To cite an earlier injunction to the same effect, “Thou shalt not lend upon
usury to thy brother; usury of money, usury of victuals, usury of any thing that is
lent upon usury: Unto a stranger thou mayest lend upon usury; but unto thy
brother thou shalt not lend upon usury: that the Lord thy God may bless thee in
all that thou settest thine hand to in the land whither thou goest to possess it”
(Deut. 23:19-20). This meant—among other things—that if thou set thine hand
to credit operations, thou had to play the trespasser (or submit to domestication
through various “clientelization” and “blood brotherhood” techniques).

In the eyes of the rural majority, all craftsmen were crafty, and all merchants,
mercenary (both—as was Mercury himself—derived from merx, “goods”). And
of course Hermes was a thief. Accordingly, European traders and artisans were
usually segregated in special urban communities; in some Andean villages in
today’s Ecuador, store owners are often Protestants; and one Chinese shopkeeper
observed by L. A. Peter Gosling in a Malay village “appeared to be considerably
acculturated to Malay culture, and was scrupulously sensitive to Malays in every
way, including the normal wearing of sarong, quiet and polite Malay speech, and
a humble and affable manner. However, at harvest time when he would go to the
field to collect crops on which he had advanced credit, he would put on his
Chinese costume of shorts and under-shirt, and speak in a much more abrupt
fashion, acting, as one Malay farmer put it, ‘just like a Chinese.’ 8

Noblesse oblige, and so most mercurial strangers make a point—and perhaps
a virtue—of not doing as the Romans do. The Chinese unsettle the Malays by
being kasar (crude); the Inadan make a mockery of the Tuareg notions of
dignified behavior (takarakayt); the Japanese Burakumin claim to be unable to
control their emotions; and Jewish shopkeepers in Europe rarely failed to
impress the Gentiles with their unseemly urgency and volubility (“the wife, the
daughter, the servant, the dog, all howl in your ears,” as Sombart quotes
approvingly). Gypsies, in particular, seem to offend against business rationality
by offending the sensibilities of their customers. They can “pass” when they find
it expedient to do so, but much more often they choose to play up their
foreignness by preferring bold speech, bold manners, and bold colors—
sometimes as part of elaborate public displays of defiant impropriety.”

What makes such spectacles especially offensive to host populations is that so
many of the offenders are women. In traditional societies, foreigners are



dangerous, disgusting, or ridiculous because they break the rules, and no rules
are more important in the breach than the ones regulating sexual life and the
sexual division of labor. Foreign women, in particular, are either promiscuous or
downtrodden, and often “beautiful” (by virtue of being promiscuous or
downtrodden and because foreign women are both cause and prize of much
warrior activity). But of course some foreigners are more foreign than others,
and the internal ones are very foreign indeed because they are full-time,
professional, and ideologically committed rule breakers. Traders among sharers,
nomads among peasants, or tribes among nations, they frequently appear as
mirror images of their hosts—sometimes quite brazenly and deliberately so, as
many of them are professional jesters, fortune-tellers, and carnival performers.
This means, as far as the hosts are concerned, that their women and men have a
tendency to change places—a perception that is partly a variation on the
“perversity of strangers” theme but mostly a function of occupational
differences. Traders and nomads assign more visible and economically important
roles to women than do peasants or warriors, and some trading nomads depend
primarily on women’s labor (while remaining patriarchal in political
organization). The Kanjar of Pakistan, who specialize in toy making, singing,
dancing, begging, and prostitution, derive most of their annual income from
female work, as do many European Gypsy groups that emphasize begging and
fortune-telling. In both of these cases, and in some merchant communities such
as the Eastern European Jewish market traders, women are vital links to the
outside world (as performers, stall attendants, or negotiators) and are often
considered sexually provocative or socially aggressive—a perception they
occasionally reinforce by deliberate displays.'®

The same purpose is served by demonstrative male nonbelligerence, which is
both a necessary condition for the pursuit of stranger occupations and an
important indication of continued strangeness (a refusal to fight, like a refusal to
accept hospitality, is an effective way of setting oneself apart from the usual
conventions of cross-cultural interaction). The Burakumin, Inadan, and Gypsies
may be seen as “passionate” or “spontaneous” in the way children and pranksters
are; what matters is that they are not expected to have warrior honor. To be
competitive as functional eunuchs, monks, confessors, or jesters, they cannot be
seen as complete men. And so they were not. According to Vasilii Rozanov, one
of Russia’s most articulate fin de siécle anti-Semites, all Jewish qualities
stemmed from “their femininity—their devotion, cleaving, their almost erotic
attachment, to the particular person each one of them is dealing with, as well as
to the tribe, atmosphere, landscape, and everyday life that they are surrounded



by (as witness both the prophets’ reproaches and the obvious facts).”!! Hermes
was as physically weak as he was clever (with cleverness serving as
compensation for weakness); Hephaestus was lame, ugly, and comically inept at
everything except prodigious handicraft; the clairvoyant metalworkers of
Germanic myths were hunchbacked dwarves with oversized heads; and all of
them—along with the tradesmen they patronized—were associated with
dissolute, dangerous, and adulterous sexuality. The three images—bloodless
neutrality, female eroticism, and Don Juan rakishness—were combined in
various proportions and applied in different degrees, but what they all shared
was the glaring absence of dignified manliness.

It is not only images, however, that make strangers—it is also actions; and of all
human actions, two are universally seen as defining humanity and community:
eating and procreating. Strangers (enemies) are people with whom one does not
eat or intermarry; radical strangers (savages) are people who eat filth and
fornicate like wild animals. The most common way to convert a foreigner into a
friend is to partake of his food and “blood”; the surest way to remain a foreigner
is to refuse to do so.!?

All service nomads are endogamous, and many of them observe dietary
restrictions that make fraternizing with their neighbors/clients impossible (and
thus service occupations conceivable). Only Phinehas’s act of atonement could
save the children of Israel from the Lord’s wrath when “the people began to
commit whoredom with the daughters of Moab,” and one man in particular
brought “a Midianitish woman in the sight of Moses.” For he (Phinehas, the son
of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, the priest) “took a javelin in his hand, and he went
after the man of Israel into the tent, and thrust both of them through, the man of
Israel, and the woman through her belly. So the plague was stayed from the
children of Israel” (Num. 25:1-18). Elsewhere, men had a reasonable chance of
escaping punishment, but in most traditional Jewish and Gypsy communities, a
woman’s marriage to an outsider signified irredeemable defilement and resulted
in excommunication and symbolic death. There was nothing unusual about
Phinehas’s act at a time when all gods were jealous; there was something
peculiar about a continued commitment to endogamy amid the divinely
sanctioned whoredom of religious universalism.

Food taboos are less lethal but more evident as everyday boundary markers.
No Jew could accept non-Jewish hospitality or retain his ritual purity in an alien



environment; the craftsmen and minstrels living among the Margi of the western
Sudan were readily recognizable by the distinctive drinking baskets they carried
around to avoid pollution; and the English Travelers, who obtained most of their
food from the dominant society, lived in constant fear of contagion (preferring
canned, packaged, or bottled food not visibly contaminated by non-Travelers,
and eating with their hands to avoid using cafeteria silverware). The Jains, who
along with the Parsis became colonial India’s most successful entrepreneurs,
were, like the Parsis, formally outside the Hindu caste system, but what made
them truly “peculiar people” was their strict adherence to ahimsa, the doctrine of
nonviolence toward all living things. This meant, besides strict vegetarianism, a
ban on all food that might be contaminated by small insects or worms, such as
potatoes and radishes, and a prohibition on eating after sunset, when the danger
of causing injury was especially great. It also meant that most kinds of manual
labor, especially agriculture, were potentially polluting. Whatever came first—
the change in professional specialization or the ascetic challenge to Hinduism—
the fact remains that the Jains, who started out as members of the Kshatriya
warrior caste, became mostly Baniyas specializing in moneylending, jewelry
making, shopkeeping, and eventually banking and industry. What emigration
accomplished in East Africa, the pursuit of ritual purity did back home in
India.!3

The opposition between purity and pollution lies at the heart of all moral
order, be it in the form of traditional distinctions (between body parts, parts of
the world, natural realms, supernatural forces, species of humanity) or of various
quests for salvation, religious or secular. In any case, “dirt” and “foreignness”
tend to be synonymous—and dangerous—with regard to both objects and
people. Universalist egalitarian religions attempted to banish foreignness by
reinterpreting it (even proclaiming, in one case, that it is “not that which goeth
into the mouth defileth a man; but that which cometh out of the mouth, this
defileth a man” [Matt. 15:11]). They were not totally successful (the world was
still full of old-fashioned, filth-eating foreigners, including many converted
ones), but they did make filth and foreignness appear less formidable and
ultimately conquerable—except in the case of those whose fate and faith seemed
inseparable from foreignness and thus unreformable and irredeemable. Most of
the time, the Jews, Gypsies, and other service nomads seemed to share this view;
largely unpersuaded by universalist rhetoric, they retained the traditional
division of the world into two separate entities, one associated with purity
(maintained through ritual observance), the other with pollution. Whereas in the
Christian and Muslim realms, words representing foreigners, savages, strangers,



the heathen, and the infidel competed with each other, did not fully overlap, and
could no longer be subsumed under one heading, the Jewish and Gypsy concepts
of “Goy” and “Gajo” (among other terms and spellings) allowed one to conceive
of all non-Jews or non-Gypsies as one alien tribe, with individual Goyim or
Gajos as members. Even the Christians and Muslims who specialized in service
nomadism tended to belong to endogamous, nonproselytizing, “national”
churches, such as the Gregorian (the Armenian word for non-Armenians, odar,
is probably a cognate of the English “other”), Nestorian, Maronite, Melchite,
Coptic, Ibadi, and Ismaili.

They were all chosen people, in other words, all “tribal” and “traditional”
insofar as they worshiped themselves openly and separated themselves as a
matter of principle. There were others like them, but few were as consistent.
Most agrarian nobilities, for example, routinely (and sometimes convincingly)
traced their descent from nomadic warriors, stressed their foreignness as a matter
of honor, practiced endogamy, and performed complex distancing rituals. Priests,
too, removed themselves from important modes of social exchange by forming
self-reproducing castes or refraining from reproduction altogether. Both groups,
however, usually shared a name, a place, or a god (and perhaps an occasional
meal or a wife) with others, whose labor they appropriated by virtue of
controlling access to land or salvation. Besides, many of them subscribed to
universalist creeds that set limits to particularism and imposed commitments that
might prompt crusades, deportations, and concerted missionary endeavors
aiming at the abolition of difference.

The “Mercurians” had no such commitments, and the most uncompromising
among them, such as the Gypsies and the Jews, retained radical dualism and
strict pollution taboos through many centuries of preaching and persecution. The
black silk cord that pious Jews wore around their waists to separate the upper
and lower body might be reincarnated as the “fence” (eyruv) that converted an
entire shtetl into one home for the purpose of Sabbath purity, and, at the outer
limits, as the invisible but ritually all-important barrier that demarcated the Jew-
Gentile border. Gypsy defenses against impurity were similar, if much more
rigid and numerous, because in the absence of a scriptural tradition, they had to
bear the full burden of ethnic differentiation. Just being Gypsy involved a
desperate struggle against marime (contagion)—a task all the more daunting
because Gypsies had no choice but to live among the Gajo, who were the
principal source and embodiment of that contagion. (Perhaps ironically, they also
had no choice but to have Gajos live among them—as slaves or servants
employed to do the unclean work.) When religious injunctions appeared to



weaken, the “hygienic” ones took their place—or so it might seem when
observant Gypsies bleached their dwellings or used paper towels to turn on taps
or open bathroom doors. The Jews, considered dirty in a variety of contexts,
could also arouse the suspicion or admiration of their neighbors because of their
preoccupation with bodily cleanliness. And even on the Indian subcontinent,
where all ethnosocial groups surrounded themselves with elaborate pollution
taboos, the Parsis were remarkable for the strictness of their constraints on

menstruating women and the intensity of their concern for personal hygiene.!*

Next to purity and pollution, and closely related to them as a sign of difference,
is language. “Barbarian” originally meant a “babbler” or “stutterer,” and the
Slavic word for “foreigner” (later “German”) is nemec, “the mute one.” Most
“Mercurian” peoples are barbarians and “Germans” wherever they go,
sometimes by dint of considerable effort. If they do not speak a language that is
foreign to the surrounding majority (as a result of recent immigration or long-
term language maintenance), they create one. Some European Gypsies, for
example, speak Romani, an inflected, morphologically productive Indic
language probably related to the Dom languages of the Middle East and possibly
derived from the idiom of an Indian caste of metalworkers, peddlers, and
entertainers. (Romani is, however, unusual in that it cannot be traced to any
particular regional variety and seems to have experienced an extraordinary
degree of morphosyntactic borrowing—some say “fusion”—leading a minority
of scholars to deny its coherence and independence.)!> Many others speak
peculiar “Para-Romani” languages that combine a Romani lexicon with the
grammar (phonology, morphology, and syntax) of coterritorial majority
languages. There are Romani versions of English, Spanish, Basque, Portuguese,
Finnish, Swedish, and Norwegian, among others, all of them unintelligible to
host communities and variously described as former Romani dialects
transformed by means of “massive grammatical replacement”; creole languages
derived from pidgins (simplified contact languages) used by original Roma
immigrants to communicate with local outlaws; “mixed dialects” created by
speakers who had lost full-fledged inflected Romani but still had access to it
(older kinsmen, new immigrants) as an “alienation” resource; “mixed languages”
(local grammar, immigrant vocabulary) born of the intertwining of two parent
languages, as in the case of frontier languages spoken by the offspring of
immigrant fathers and native mothers; and finally ethnolects or cryptolects
consciously created by the native speakers of standard languages with the help of



widely available Romani and non-Romani items. '

Whatever their origin, the “Para-Romani” languages are specific to service
nomads, learned in adolescence (although some may have been spoken natively
at some point), and retained as markers of group identity and secret codes.
According to Asta Olesen’s Sheikh Mohammadi informants, their children speak
Persian until they are six or seven, when they are taught Adurgari, “which is
spoken ‘when strangers should not understand what we talk about.” ” The same
seems to be true of the “secret languages” of the Fuga and Waata service nomads
of southern Ethiopia.!”

When a language foreign to the host society is not available and loan
elements are deemed insufficient, various forms of linguistic camouflage are
used to ensure unintelligibility: reversal (of whole words or syllables), vowel
changes, consonant substitution, prefixation, suffixation, paraphrasing, punning,
and so on. The Inadan make themselves incomprehensible by adding the prefix
om- and suffix -ak to certain Tamacheq (Tamajec, Tamashek) nouns; the Halabi
(the blacksmiths, healers, and entertainers of the Nile valley) transform Arabic
words by adding the suffixes -eishi or -elheid; the Romani English
(Angloromani) words for “about,” “bull,” and “tobacco smoke” are aboutas,
bullas, and fogas; and the Shelta words for the Irish do (“two”) and dorus
(““door”) are od and rodus, and for the English “solder” and “‘supper,” grawder
and grupper.'® Shelta was spoken by Irish Travelers (reportedly as a native
tongue in some cases) and consists of an Irish Gaelic lexicon, much of it
disguised, embedded in an English grammatical framework. Its main function is
nontransparency to outsiders, and according to the typically prejudiced (in every
sense) account of the collector John Sampson, who met two “tinkers” in a
Liverpool tavern in 1890, it served its purpose very well. “These men were not
encumbered by any prejudices in favor of personal decency or cleanliness, and
the language used by them was, in every sense, corrupt. Etymologically it might
be described as a Babylonish, model-lodging-house jargon, compounded of
Shelta, ‘flying Cant,” rhyming slang, and Romani. This they spoke with
astonishing fluency, and apparent profit to themselves.”!”

Various postexilic Jewish languages have been disparaged in similar ways
and spoken by community members with equal fluency and even greater profit
(in the sense of meeting a full range of communicative and cognitive needs as
well as reinforcing the ethnic boundary). The Jews lost their original home
languages relatively early, but nowhere—for as long as they remained
specialized service nomads—did they adopt unaltered host languages as a means
of internal communication. Wherever they went, they created, or brought with



them, their own unique vernaculars, so that there were Jewish versions
(sometimes more than one) of Arabic, Persian, Greek, Spanish, Portuguese,
French, and Italian, among many others. Or perhaps they were not just
“versions,” as some scholars, who prefer “Judezmo” over “Judeo-Spanish” and
“Yahudic” over “Judeo-Arabic,” have suggested (echoing the “Angloromani”
versus ‘“Romani English” debate). Yiddish, for example, is usually classified as a
Germanic language or a dialect of German; either way, it is unique in that it
contains an extremely large body of non-Germanic grammatical elements;
cannot be traced back to any particular dialect (Solomon Birnbaum called it “a
synthesis of diverse dialectal material”); and was spoken exclusively by an
occupationally specialized and religiously distinct community wherever its
members resided.?” There is no evidence that the early Jewish immigrants to the
Rhineland ever shared a dialect with their Christian neighbors; in fact, there is
evidence to suggest that the (apparently) Romance languages that they spoke at
the time of arrival were themselves uniquely Jewish.?!

Some scholars have suggested that Yiddish may be a Romance or Slavic
language that experienced a massive lexicon replacement (‘“relexification”), or
that it is a particular type of creole born out of a “pidginized” German followed
by “expansion in internal use, accompanied by admixture.”?? The two canonical
histories of Yiddish reject the Germanic genesis without attempting to fit the
language into any conventional nomenclature (other than “Jewish languages”):
Birnbaum calls it a “synthesis” of Semitic, Aramaic, Romance, Germanic, and
Slavic “elements,” whereas Max Weinreich describes it as a “fusion language”
molded out of four “determinants”—Hebrew, Loez (Judeo-French and Judeo-
Italian), German, and Slavic. More recently, Joshua A. Fishman has argued that
Yiddish is a “multicomponential” language of the “postexilic Jewish” variety
that is commonly seen as deficient by its speakers and other detractors but was
never a pidgin because it never passed through a stabilized reduction stage or
served as a means of intergroup communication.”> Generally, most creolists
mention Yiddish as an exception or not at all; most Yiddish specialists consider
it a mixed language without proposing a broader framework to fit it into; a recent
advocate of a general “mixed language” category does not consider it mixed
enough; and most general linguists assign Yiddish to the Germanic genetic group
without discussing its peculiar genesis.?*

What seems clear is that when service nomads possessed no vernaculars
foreign to their hosts, they created new ones in ways that resembled neither
genetic change (transmission from generation to generation) nor pidginization
(simplification and role restriction). These languages are—Ilike their speakers—



mercurial and Promethean. They do not fit into existing “families,” however
defined. Their raison d’itre is the maintenance of difference, the conscious
preservation of the self and thus of strangeness. They are special secret
languages in the service of Mercury’s precarious artistry. For example, the argot
of German Jewish cattle traders (like that of the rabbis) contained a much higher
proportion of Hebrew words than the speech of their kinsmen whose
communication needs were less esoteric. With considerable insight as well as
irony, they called it Loshen-Koudesh, or “sacred language” / “cow language,”
and used it, as a kind of Yiddish in miniature, across large territories. (Beyond
the Jewish world, Yiddish was, along with Romani, a major source of European
underworld vocabularies.)>® But mostly it was religion, which is to say
“culture,” which is to say service nomadism writ large, that made Mercurian
languages special. As Max Weinreich put it, “ ‘Ours differs from theirs’ reaches
much further than mere disgust words or distinction words.” Or rather, it was not
just the filthy and the sublime that uncleansed “Gentile” words could not be
allowed to express; it was charity, family, childbirth, death, and indeed most of
life. One Sabbath benediction begins with “He who distinguishes between the
sacred and the profane” and ends with “He who distinguishes between the sacred
and the sacred.” Within the Jewish—and Gypsy—world, “all nooks of life are
sacred, some more, some less,” and so secret words multiplied and
metamorphosed, until the language itself became secret, like the people it served

and celebrated.?®

In addition to more or less secret vernaculars, some service nomads possess
formally sacred languages and alphabets that preserve their scriptural connection
to their gods, past, home, and salvation (Hebrew and Aramaic for the Jews,
Avestan and Pahlavi for the Parsis, Grabar for the Armenians, Syriac for the
Nestorians). Indeed, all literate service nomads (including the Overseas Chinese
and Eastern European Germans, for example) can be said to possess such
languages, for all modern “national” languages are sacred to the extent that they
preserve their speakers’ connection to their (new) gods, past, home, and
salvation. All Mercurians are multilingual, in other words (Hermes was the god
of eloquence). As professional internal strangers equally dependent on cultural
difference and economic interdependence, they speak at least one internal
language (sacred, secret, or both) and at least one external one. They are all
trained linguists, negotiators, translators, and mystifiers, and the literate groups
among them tend to be much more literate than their hosts—because literacy,



like language generally, is a key to both the maintenance of their separate
identity and the fulfillment of their commercial (conjoining) function.

Once again, however, difference is primary. The continued fulfillment of their
conjoining function (like all acts of mediating, negotiating, and translating)
hinges on the perpetuation of difference, and difference makes for strange
bedfellows: wherever Mercurians live, their relations with their clients are those
of mutual hostility, suspicion, and contempt. Even in India, where the entire
society consists of endogamous, economically specialized, pollution-fearing
strangers, the Parsis tend to feel, and may be made to feel, stranger and cleaner
than most.?” Elsewhere, there was little doubt about a mutual antipathy based
ultimately on the fear of pollution. “They” always eat filth, smell funny, live in
squalor, breed like rabbits, and otherwise mix the pure and the impure so as to
contaminate themselves beyond redemption (and thus become the object of
intense sexual curiosity). All contact with them, especially through food
(hospitality) and blood (marriage), is dangerous, and therefore forbidden—and
therefore desirable. And therefore forbidden. Such fears are rarely symmetrical:
border crossers are always interlopers and outcasts and thus more contagious,
more difficult to contain and domesticate. In complex societies with well-
established universalist religions the nature of the relationship may change: the
border crossers retain their preoccupation with everyday pollution and
intermarriage (shiksa means “filthy”), and the host majorities profess to fear
certain religious practices and political conspiracies. Still, much of the anti-
Mercurian rhetoric has to do with contagion/infestation and, in cases of
particular resonance, specifically with food and blood: casting spells to destroy
the harvest, using the blood of infants to prepare ritual meals, and jeopardizing
Christian Spain’s limpieza de sangre (“blood purity”’)—in addition to basic
untidiness.

The asymmetry goes much further, of course. The host societies have
numbers, weapons, and warrior values, and sometimes the state, on their side.
Economically, too, they are generally self-sufficient—mnot as comfortably as
Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain may have believed, but incomparably more so
than the service nomads, who are fully dependent on their customers for
survival. Finally, beyond the basic fear of pollution, the actual views that the two
parties hold of each other are very different. In fact, they tend to be
complementary, mutually reinforcing opposites making up the totality of the
universe: insider-outsider, settled-nomadic, body-mind, masculine-feminine,
steady-mercurial. Over time, the relative value of particular elements may
change, but the oppositions themselves tend to remain the same (Hermes



possessed most of the qualities that the Gypsies, Jews, and Overseas Chinese
would be both loathed and admired for).?8

Most important, many of these views were true. Not in the sense of the reality
of certain acts or the applicability of generalizations to particular individuals, but
insofar as they described the cultural values and economic behaviors of one
community in terms of another. Indeed, very often the two communities agreed
on the general terms, if not the specific formulations. The view that service
nomads kept aloof, “did not belong,” had other loyalties, insisted on their
difference, and resisted assimilation was shared by all (and was an accusation
only in those relatively few societies where assimilation was occasionally seen
as a good thing). Strangeness was their profession; aloofness was their way of
remaining strange; and their primary loyalty was to each other and their common
fate.

Even the reasons for their strangeness were not, in essence, controversial.
European anti-Semitism is often explained in connection with the Jewish origins
of Christianity and the subsequent casting of unconverted Jews in the role of
deicides (as the mob’s cry, “his blood be on us, and on our children,” was
reinterpreted in “ethnic” terms). This is true in more ways than one (the arrival
of the Christian millennium is, in fact, tied to the end of Jewish wanderings), but
it 1s also true that before the rise of commercial capitalism, when Hermes
became the supreme deity and certain kinds of service nomadism became
fashionable or even compulsory, Mercurian life was universally seen—by the
service nomads themselves, as well as by their hosts—as divine punishment for
an original transgression.

One “griot” group living among the Malinke was “condemned to eternal
wandering” because their ancestor, Sourakhata, had attempted to kill the Prophet
Muhammad. The Inadan were cursed for selling a strand of the Prophet
Muhammad’s hair to some passing Arab caravan traders. The Waata (in East
Africa) had to depend on the Boran for food because their ancestor had been late
to the first postcreation meeting, at which the Sky-God was distributing
livestock. The Sheikh Mohammadi say that their ancestor’s sons behaved badly,
“so he cursed them all and said, ‘May you never be together!” So they scattered
and went on scattering in many places.” And Siaun, the ancestor of the Ghorbat
in Afghanistan, “sat atop a hill weaving a sieve and then he grew hungry. A piece
of bread appeared, first within reach, but then, since God was angry with our
ancestor, the bread rolled down the hill and up the next and Siaun had to run
after it for many miles before he could finally catch it. This is why we, his
descendants, still have to walk so far and wide to find our ruzi (food).” Of the



many legends accounting for the Gypsy predicament, one claims that Adam and
Eve were so fruitful that they decided to hide some of their children from God,
who became angry and condemned the ones he could not see to eternal
homelessness. Other explanations include punishment for incest or refusal of
hospitality, but the most common one blames the Gypsies for forging the nails
used to crucify Jesus. A positive version has them refuse to forge the fourth nail
and, as a reward, receive freedom to roam and a dispensation to steal, but it
seems to be of more recent vintage (like the explanation of the Jewish exile as a
result of Gentile oppression). Before the rise of secularism and industrialism,
everyone in agrarian societies seems to have agreed that service nomadism
meant homelessness, and that homelessness was a curse. Perhaps the most
famous punishments in the European tradition were meted out to Prometheus,
the mischievous master craftsman who stole Zeus’s fire; Sisyphus, “the craftiest
of men,” who cheated Death, and of course Odysseus/Ulysses, that most Jewish
of Greeks, whose jealous crew let loose the hostile winds that would keep them

away from home.?’

Another common host stereotype of the Mercurians is that they are devious,
acquisitive, greedy, crafty, pushy, and crude. This, too, is a statement of fact, in
the sense that, for peasants, pastoralists, princes, and priests, any trader,
moneylender, or artisan is in perpetual and deliberate violation of most norms of
decency and decorum (especially if he happens to be a babbling infidel without a
home or reputable ancestors). “For the Rwala [Bedouin], wealth, in terms of
camels, goods, and gold, could not be conserved; it had to be converted into
reputation (or honor). For the peripatetics [service nomads], most of whom were
emissaries from the towns, and all of whom were regarded as such, rightly or
wrongly, by the Rwala, wealth is measured by possessions, be these objects or
cash. Among the Rwala, to be rich in possessions implied a lack of generosity,
which led to a diminution of honor, and in turn, a decrease in influence. Among
townsmen—and by extension, peripatetics—possessions implied power and
influence.””?? All economic division of labor involves value differentiation; next
to the division based on sex, perhaps the deepest is the one separating food
producers and predators from service providers. Apollonians and Dionysians are
usually the same people: now sober and serene, now drunk and frenzied. The
followers of Hermes are neither; they have been seen as artful and shrewd ever
since Hermes, on the day of his birth, invented the lyre, made himself some
“unspeakable, unthinkable, marvelous” sandals, and stole Apollo’s cattle.

Hermes had nothing except his wit; Apollo, his big brother and
condescending antipode, possessed most things in the universe because he was



the god of both livestock and agriculture. As the patron of food production,
Apollo owned much of the land, directed the flow of time, protected sailors and
warriors, and inspired true poets. He was both manly and eternally young,
athletic and artistic, prophetic and dignified—the most universal of all gods and
the most commonly worshiped. The difference between Apollo and Dionysus—
made much of by Nietzsche—is relatively minor because wine was but one of
the countless fruits of the earth and sea that Apollo presided over. (Dionysians
are Apollonians at a festival—peasants after the harvest.) The difference
between Apollonians and Mercurians is the all-important difference between
those who grow food and those who create concepts and artifacts. The
Mercurians are always sober but never dignified.

Whenever the Apollonians turn cosmopolitan, they find the Mercurians to be
uncommonly recalcitrant and routinely accuse them of tribalism, nepotism,
clannishness, and other sins that used to be virtues (and still are, in a variety of
contexts). Such accusations have a lot to do with the old mirror-image principle:
if cosmopolitanism is a good thing, strangers do not have it (unless they belong
to a noble savage variety preserved as a reproach to the rest of us). But they have
even more to do with reality: in complex agrarian societies (no other
preindustrial kind has much interest in cosmopolitanism), and certainly in
modern ones, service nomads tend to possess a greater degree of kin solidarity
and internal cohesion than their settled neighbors. This is true of most nomads,
but especially the mercurial kind, who have few other resources and no other
enforcement mechanisms. In the words of Pierre van den Berghe, “Groups with
a strong network of extended family ties and with a strong patriarchal authority
structure to keep extended families together in the family business have a strong
competitive advantage in middleman occupations over groups lacking these
characteristics.”!

Whether “corporate kinship” 1is the cause or consequence of service
nomadism, it does appear that most service nomads possess such a system.>?
Various Rom “nations” are composed of restricted cognatic descent groups
(vitsa), which are further subdivided into highly cohesive extended families that
often pool their income under the jurisdiction of the eldest member; in addition,
migration units (fabor) and territorial associations (kumpania) apportion areas to
be exploited and organize economic and social life under the leadership of one
family head.?

The Indians in East Africa escaped some of the occupational restrictions and
status-building requirements of the subcontinent (“we are all baniyas, even those
who do not have dukas [shops]”) but retained endogamy, pollution taboos, and



the extended family as an economic unit.>* In West Africa, all Lebanese
businesses were family affairs. This “meant that outsiders (without really
understanding them) could count on the continuity of the business. A son would
honor the debts of his father and would expect the repayment of credits extended
by his father. The coherence of the family was the social factor which was the
backbone of the economic success of the Lebanese traders: the authority of a
man over his wife and children meant that the business was run as resolutely
[and as cheaply!] as by a single person and yet was as strong as a group.”
Disaster insurance, expansion opportunities, different forms of credit, and social
regulation were provided by larger kinship networks and occasionally by the
whole Lebanese community.>> Similarly, the Overseas Chinese gained access to
capital, welfare, and employment by becoming members of ascriptive,
endogamous, centralized, and mostly coresidential organizations based on
surname (clan), home village, district, and dialect. These organizations formed
rotating credit associations, trade guilds, benevolent societies, and chambers of
commerce that organized economic life, collected and disseminated information,
settled disputes, provided political protection, and financed schools, hospitals,
and various social activities. The criminal versions of such entities (“gangster
tongs™) represented smaller clans or functioned as fictitious families complete
with elaborate rites of passage and welfare support.®® (In fact, all durable
“mafias” are either offshoots of service nomadic communities or their successful
imitations.)

Clannishness is loyalty to a limited and well-defined circle of kin (real or
fictitious). Such loyalty creates the internal trust and external impregnability that
allow service nomads to survive and, under certain conditions, succeed
spectacularly in an alien environment. “Credit is extended and capital pooled
with the expectation that commitments will be met; delegation of authority takes
place without fear that agents will pursue their own interests at the expense of
the principal’s.”®’ At the same time, clearly marked aliens are kept securely
outside the community: “Unto a stranger thou mayest lend upon usury.”
Clannishness is loyalty as seen by a stranger.

Economic success, and indeed the very nature of the Mercurians’ economic
pursuits, are associated with another common and essentially accurate perception
of their culture: “They think they are better than everybody, they are so clever.”
And of course they do, and they are. It is better to be chosen than not chosen,
whatever the price one has to pay. “Blessed art thou, O Lord, King of the
Universe, who hast not made me a Gentile,” says the Jewish prayer. “It is good
that I am a descendant of Jacob, and not of Esau,” wrote the great Yiddish writer,



Sholem Aleichem.?® “It is the feeling you might have if you went to an elite
school, and then you attended a polytechnic,” explained a Parsi informant
burdened by an apparently inescapable sense of superiority toward other Indians.
“You feel proud of your elite school, but you’re embarrassed if other people
know. You’re embarrassed because you think they think you feel superior to
them, and you do and know it’s wrong.”>°

It has not been wrong for very long. Mercurians owe their survival to their
sense of superiority, and when it comes to generalizations based on mutual
perceptions, that superiority is seen to reside in the intellect. Jacob was too smart
for the hairy Esau, and Hermes outwitted Apollo and amused Zeus when he was
a day old (one wonders what he would have done to the drunk Dionysus). Both
stories—and many more like them—are told by the tricksters’ descendants. The
Kanjar despise their gullible hosts; the Irish Travelers believe that what
distinguishes them from their clients is agility of mind (“cleverness”); much of
Rom folklore is about outsmarting slow, dull-witted non-Gypsies; and on the
best of days, a shtetl Jew might concede, in the words of Maurice Samuel, “that
at bottom Ivan was not a bad fellow; stupid, perhaps, and earthy, given to drink
and occasional wife-beating, but essentially good-natured . . . , as long as the
higher-ups did not begin to manipulate him.”*’

In their own eyes, as well as those of others, the Mercurians possess a quality
that the Greeks called metis, or “cunning intelligence” (with an emphasis on
either “cunning” or “intelligence,” depending on who does the labeling).
Supervised by Hermes and fully embodied on this earth by Odysseus/Ulysses, it
is the most potent weapon of the weak, the most ambiguous of virtues, the
nemesis of both brute force and mature wisdom. As Marcel Detienne and Jean-
Pierre Vernant put it in their study of Homer,

There are many activities in which man must learn to manipulate hostile
forces too powerful to be controlled directly but which can be exploited
despite themselves, without ever being confronted head on, to implement
the plan in mind by some unexpected, devious means; they include, for
example, the stratagems used by the warrior the success of whose attack
hinges on surprise, trickery or ambush, the art of the pilot steering his ship
against winds and tides, the verbal ploys of the sophist making the
adversary’s powerful argument recoil against him, the skill of the banker
and the merchant who, like conjurors, make a great deal of money out of
nothing, the knowing forethought of the politician whose flair enables him
to assess the uncertain course of events in advance, and the sleights of



hand and trade secrets which give craftsmen their control over material
which is always more or less intractable to their designs. It is over all such
activities that metis presides.*!

The Mercurians’ views of the Apollonians are ultimately as rational as the
Apollonians’ views of the Mercurians. It wasn’t Mother Earth or Apollo’s herds
that nourished, beguiled, and shaped the service nomads; it was people. Traders,
healers, minstrels, or artisans, they always performed for the consumer, who was
always right, in his own way. And so they had to pay attention. “The Kanjar
know a great deal about the human resources they exploit; whereas members of
sedentary communities know almost nothing about Kanjar society and culture—
their experience is limited to passive audience roles in contrived performance
settings.”*? Singers know people’s tastes, fortune-tellers their hopes (and thus
their fate), merchants their needs, doctors their bodies, and thieves their habits,
dwellings, and hiding places. “When begging, Irish Traveller women wear a
shawl or ‘rug’ (plaid blanket), both symbols of Ireland’s past poverty; take a
baby or young child with them, even if they must borrow one from another
family; and ask for tiny amounts such as a ‘sup’ of milk or a ‘bit’ of butter,
playing on their client’s sympathy and making any refusal seem miserly.”*

As professional cultivators of people, Mercurians use words, concepts,
money, emotions, and other intangibles as tools of their trade (whatever the
particular trade may be). They assign value to a much larger portion of the
universe than do peasants or pastoralists, and they see value in many more
pursuits. Their world is larger and more varied—because they cross conceptual
and communal borders as a matter of course, because they speak more tongues,
and because they have those “unspeakable, unthinkable, marvelous” sandals that
allow them to be in several places at once. Gypsies are always just passing
through, and so, in more ways than one, are the Jews. In “ghetto times,”
according to Jacob Katz, “no community, even the largest, could be said to have
been self-contained and self-sufficient. Business transactions brought members
of different communities into touch through correspondence or personal contact.
It was a typical feature of Jewish economic activity that it could rely on business
connections with Jewish communities in even far-flung cities and
countries. . . . Jews who made a living by sitting in their shops waiting for clients
were the minority rather than the prevalent type.”** Bankers, peddlers, yeshiva
students, and famous rabbis traveled far and wide, well beyond the edges of
peasant imagination.

They did not travel just by land or water. Some service nomads were literate,



and thus doubly nomads. By a natural extension of his expertise in eloquence
and wit, Mercury became a patron of writers (Mercuriales viri, “Mercury’s
men,” as Horace called them), so that Mercurians who happened to be literate
became the preeminent manipulators of texts. In traditional societies, writing
was the monopoly of priests or bureaucrats; among literate Mercurians, every
male was a priest. The Jews, Parsis, Armenians, Eastern European Germans,
Overseas Indians, and Overseas Chinese were not only more literate (on
average) than their clients; they were acutely aware of being more literate—and
thus more knowledgeable and more sophisticated. What the Rom, Nawar, and
Inadan are to oral culture, the scriptural Mercurians are to the culture of the
written word. Businessmen, diplomats, doctors, and psychotherapists are literate
peddlers, heralds, healers, and fortune-tellers. Sometimes they are also blood
relatives.

Either way, they would all take a justifiably dim view of Ivan. If one values
mobility, mental agility, negotiation, wealth, and curiosity, one has little reason
to respect either prince or peasant. And if one feels strongly enough that manual
labor is sacred, physical violence is honorable, trade is tricky, and strangers
should be either fed or fought (or perhaps that there should be no strangers at
all), one is unlikely to admire service nomads. And so, for much of human
history, they have lived next to each other in mutual scorn and suspicion—not
because of ignorant superstition but because they have had the chance to get to
know each other.

For much of human history, it seemed quite obvious who had the upper hand.
The Mercurians may have known more about the Apollonians than the
Apollonians knew about the Mercurians (or about themselves), but that
knowledge was a weapon of weakness and dependence. Hermes needed his wit
because Apollo and Zeus were so big and strong. He would tease and
dissimulate when the opportunity presented itself, but mostly he used his sandals
and his lyre to run errands, amuse, and officiate.

Then things began to change: Zeus was beheaded, repeatedly, or made a fool
of; Apollo lost his cool; and Hermes bluffed his way to the top—not in the sense
of the Inadan lording it over the Tuareg, but to the extent that the Tuareg were
now forced to be more like the Inadan. Modernity was about everyone becoming
a service nomad: mobile, clever, articulate, occupationally flexible, and good at
being a stranger. In fact, the task was even more daunting because both the
Tuareg and the Inadan were under pressure to become like the Armenians and



the Jews, whose economic and cultural border-crossing was greatly aided by
their habit of writing things down (in their own way).

Some predominantly oral Mercurians (such as the Ibo of Nigeria) would
embrace the transition; others (such as the Gypsies) would continue to service
the ever shrinking world of folk culture and small pariah entrepreneurship. Some
Apollonian groups would prove willing and able to convert to Mercurianism;
others would balk, fail, or rebel. No one would remain immune, however, and no
one was better at being a scriptural Mercurian—and therefore “modern”—than
scriptural Mercurians, old and new.*> The over-represention of the Armenians
and Jews in entrepreneurial and professional jobs in Europe and the Middle East
(discrimination notwithstanding) was matched or exceeded by the Chinese in
Southeast Asia, the Parsis in India, the Indians in Africa, and the Lebanese in
Latin America and the Caribbean, among others. Having established themselves
as commercial intermediaries with the arrival of the Portuguese, the Parsis
became British India’s premier financiers, industrialists, and urban professionals
—including the most famous and most successful of them all, Jamsetji
Nusserwanji Tata. The principal nineteenth-century Indian politician (“the Grand
Old Man of India” Dadabhai Naoroji) was also a Parsi, as was the ideologue of
violent nationalism Bhikhaiji Rustom Cama; all three Indian members of the
British Parliament; the first Indian baronet; the first prime minister of the
Bombay Presidency; the “Uncrowned King of Bombay”; the “Potato King of
Bombay”; the pioneer of coffee production in the East; the first Indian to fly
from Europe to India; the most prominent Indian Freemasons; most Western
musicians (including, eventually, Zubin Mehta); and every single member of the
first all-India cricket team. In 1931, 79 percent of all Parsis (and 73 percent of
the females) were literate, as compared to 51 percent of Indian Christians and 19
percent of Hindus and Muslims.*® Similar lists could be compiled for all
scriptural Mercurians (although in some areas they thought it wise to stay out of
public politics).

A small minority wherever they find themselves, the Arabic-speaking
immigrants from the Levant (Syrians, Palestinians, and Lebanese, known in
Latin America as “turcos”) established a virtual monopoly of the Amazon trade
during the rubber boom around the turn of the twentieth century and eventually
came to dominate the economic life of Jamaica, the Dominican Republic, and
Honduras, among other places. Between 1919 and 1936, Arab entrepreneurs
controlled 67 percent of the Honduran import and export sector, and by the late
1960s, they employed 36 percent and 45 percent of the manufacturing labor
force in the country’s industrial centers of Tegucigalpa and San Pedro Sula. Over



the past two decades, at least seven of the New World’s heads of state have been
of Lebanese origin: Julio Cesar Turbay Ayala of Colombia, Abdala Bucaram and
Jamil Mahuad of Ecuador, Carlos Roberto Flores Facusse of Honduras, Carlos
Menem of Argentina, Said Musa of Belize, and Edward Seaga of Jamaica. In the
United States, descendants of Lebanese Christian immigrants are strongly over-
represented in the political, economic, and cultural elite; one of them, Ralph
Nader, was a contender for the presidency in the 2000 election. In
postindependence Sierra Leone, in West Africa, the Lebanese (less than 1
percent of the population) acquired full control of the most productive sectors of
the economy, including the gold and diamond trade, finance, retail,
transportation, and real estate. Under President Siaka Stephens, in particular, five
Lebanese oligarchs (to borrow a term from post-Soviet Russia) were the
country’s de facto government.*’

Various Indian diasporas have outlived the British Empire (which did so
much to propel them), and moved farther afield, specializing in traditional
Mercurian (“Jewish”) occupations such as trading, finance, garments, jewelry,
real estate, entertainment, and medicine. Despite continued discrimination,
Goans, Jains, Ismailis, and Gujaratis, among others, have continued to dominate
the economic and professional life of large parts of East Africa (accounting for
between 70 and 80 percent of all manufacturing firms in postindependence
Kenya, for example). The Jains, the most “puritanical” and probably the
wealthiest of all Indian diaspora communities, are second only to the Jews in the
international diamond trade; in the late 1980s, having established themselves in
such diamond centers as New York, Antwerp, and Tel Aviv, they accounted for
about one-third of all purchases of rough diamonds in the world. In the United
States, Indians (mostly Gujaratis) own about 40 percent of all small motels,
including about one-fourth of the franchises of the Days Inn chain, and a
substantial number of low-cost hotels in large urban centers. In 1989, the
combined global real estate investment of Overseas Indians was estimated to be
worth about $100 billion. At the same time (in the 1980s), the number of Indian
students studying in the United States quadrupled to more than 26,000. By 1990,
there were about 5,000 Indian engineers and several hundred Indian millionaires
in California’s Silicon Valley. Altogether, there were about 20,000 Indian
engineers and 28,000 physicians in the United States, including 10 percent of all
anesthesiologists. But probably the biggest jewel in the Indian diaspora’s crown
is the old imperial “mother country.” London serves as the headquarters of a
large number of Indian commercial clans, and in Great Britain as a whole, Indian
and Pakistani males have a 60 percent higher rate of self-employment than



“white” Britons and make up a disproportionate share of managerial and
professional personnel. In the 1970s, the rate of economic upward mobility
among Indians and Pakistanis was three times that of the rest of the British
population.*8

By far the largest and most widely dispersed of all Mercurian communities in
today’s world are the Overseas Chinese. Most of them live in Southeast Asia,
where they have encountered relatively little market competition as they have
moved from peddling, moneylending, and small artisanship to banking, garment
making, and agricultural processing, to virtually total economic dominance
(often concealed behind a variety of local frontmen). At the end of the twentieth
century, ethnic Chinese (less than 2 percent of the population) controlled about
60 percent of the private economy of the Philippines, including, according to
Amy Chua, “the country’s four major airlines and almost all of the country’s
banks, hotels, shopping malls, and major conglomerates.” They dominated “the
shipping, textiles, construction, real estate, pharmaceutical, manufacturing, and
personal computer industries as well as the country’s wholesale distribution
networks . . . and six out of the ten English-language newspapers in Manila,
including the one with the largest circulation.” The situation looked similar in
Indonesia (over 70 percent of the private economy, 80 percent of the companies
listed on the Jakarta Stock Exchange, and all of the country’s billionaires and
largest corporations), Malaysia (about 70 percent of market capitalization), and
Thailand (all but three of the country’s seventy most powerful business groups,
the exceptions being the Military Bank, the Crown Property Bureau, and a Thai-
Indian corporation). In post-Communist Burma and almost-post-Communist
Vietnam, the ethnic Chinese were quickly returning to economic prominence; in
Rangoon and Mandalay, they owned most shops, hotels, and real estate, and in
Ho Chi Minh City, they controlled roughly 50 percent of the city’s market
activity and dominated light industry, import-export, shopping malls, and private
banking. Postcolonial Southeast Asia had become part of an international
Overseas Chinese economy, headquartered in Hong Kong, Taiwan, and
California.*’

There is no consensus on why some recently uprooted Apollonians seem able
and willing to transform themselves into Mercurians. Why do Chinese and
Japanese farmers tend to become entrepreneurs when they arrive on new shores?
Why did most Indians in Africa, whatever their background, become baniyas?
And why did Lebanese villagers consistently ignore the appeals of the Brazilian
government (which needed independent farmers to develop the South, farm
laborers to replace the slaves, and factory workers to help with industrialization)



in order to take up a nomadic and dangerous life as peddlers in the jungle?

Some writers have responded by trying to find a ‘“Protestant ethic” in
Zoroastrianism, Jainism, Judaism, Confucianism, or the Tokugawa religion.>°
The difficulty with this endeavor is that there seem to be more service nomads
than there are plausible Protestants. One could search for peculiarly Mercurian
traits in the nationalized Christianity of the Armenian Gregorians and Lebanese
Maronites (the majority of the original Arab immigrants to the Americas), but
one could hardly argue that Orthodox Christianity provided the Ottoman Greeks
with much entrepreneurial ammunition, or that Roman Catholicism is
responsible for the strong representation of Italian Americans in such typically
Mercurian pursuits as entertainment, organized crime, and retail trade in urban
ghettos. Max Weber, too, may have discouraged some of his followers by
insisting on a rigid distinction between rule-based capitalism and tribal
entrepreneurship, as well as by suggesting that some “Calvinist” elements in
Judaism were relatively late adaptations to the conditions of exile, not sources of
commercial inspiration.

Another approach is to refer to the effects of regional trade practices on local
attitudes toward economic gain and broad familiarity, and possibly sympathy,
with the Mercurian ethos. According to Thomas Sowell, for example, “the
economically strategic location of the Middle East, for centuries a crossroads of
trade between Europe and Asia, fostered the development of many trading ports
and many trading peoples, of whom the Jews, the Armenians, and the Lebanese
have been particularly prominent.” The same, Sowell argues, is true of the
Overseas Chinese, “who originated in similarly demanding regions of southern
China, where trade was part of their survival skills in a geographically
unpromising region for industry, but which had trading ports.” The same may
very well be true of some Indian or East Asian Mercurians—but clearly not of
others. The Korean and Japanese diasporas, for example, have tended to be
much keener on middleman roles and much better at performing them than most

migrants from such trading entrepdts as the Baltic or the Mediterranean.”!

Perhaps the most popular explanation for successful Mercurianism is
“corporate kinship,” which is said to promote internal trust and obedience while
limiting the number of potential beneficiaries. Nepotism may be good for
capitalism, in other words—as long as the duties and entitlements of one’s
nephews are understood clearly and followed religiously.>? Indeed, virtually all
Armenian, Korean, Lebanese, diaspora Indian, and American Italian businesses
are family enterprises. Even the largest Overseas Chinese commercial and
manufacturing empires, with offices in London, New York, Los Angeles, and



San Francisco, are similar to the Rothschild banking house in that the regional
branches are usually run by the sons, brothers, nephews, or sons-in-law of the
founder. The one true Mercurian faith, according to this theory, is fervent
familism (which may, in a strange land, be extended to larger lineages and
ultimately the whole—chosen—people). If the core of Confucianism is “the
apotheosis of the family,” then the behavior of large numbers of Italian
immigrants to the Americas may be attributed to what Francis Fukuyama calls
“Italian Confucianism.”>3

The problem with the strictly sociobiological explanation of entrepreneurial
nepotism (such as the one advanced by Pierre van den Berghe) is that some of
the most successful Mercurian enterprises—the German and Japanese ones, as
well as the Sicilian Mafia—have not been kin groups. Instead, they have used
family models and metaphors to create durable and cohesive quasi-families—
from, in the Japanese case, master-disciple swordsmanship groups to zaibatsu
(“money clique™) business partnerships. The upshot, it would seem, is that the
best new candidates for Mercurian roles are those groups that most closely
resemble the old Mercurian tribes. The principal trait that all aspirants must
possess is the combination of internal cohesion and external strangeness: the
greater the cohesion, the greater the strangeness, and the greater the strangeness,
the greater the cohesion, whichever comes first. The best guarantee of both is an
uncompromising and ideologized familism (tribalism), which may be either
biological or adoptive and which can be reinforced—or indeed replaced—by a
strong sense of divine election and cultural superiority. The millenarian religious
sects that do not insist on celibacy are invariably endogamous—and thus
potential tribes; the endogamous tribes that take their fate and their strangeness
seriously are also religious sects.>*

Whatever the sources of its most recent versions, service nomadism—old or
new, scriptural or oral—has always been a dangerous proposition. Unarmed
internal strangers, the Mercurians are as vulnerable as they are foreign,
especially because residential segregation (in forest encampments, merchant
quarters, or ethnic compounds) is a necessary condition for their continued
existence as service nomads among traditional food producers. In stateless
societies, they are protected by their supernatural powers and exclusive
specialization; elsewhere, they are safeguarded—or not—by tax-collecting elites
that profit from their expertise.



The history of most service nomads is a story of sporadic grassroots pogroms
and permanent state ambivalence, as various regimes oscillated between more or
less rationalized extortion and periodic confiscations, conversions, expulsions,
and executions. The European Gypsies were usually seen as parasitic as well as
dangerous (entertainment was the only “Bohemian” activity subject to profitable
regulation), and thus hounded relentlessly, if rarely with great conviction. The
scriptural Mercurians were often considered indispensable as well as dangerous,
and thus allowed to remain both resident (including the granting of state
protection and economic monopolies) and alien (including the toleration of
physical separation, religious self-rule, and administrative autonomy).

The key to continued usefulness was economic success; visible economic
success led to heavier taxation, popular violence, and renewed complaints from
native competitors. Either way, considerations of long-term usefulness could
become secondary to an urgent need for financial revenue or political
scapegoats; occasionally, they might be abandoned entirely in favor of religious
universalism or bureaucratic transparency. In the Spanish Philippines, for
example, 12,000 Chinese were deported in 1596, approximately 23,000
massacred in 1603, another 23,000 in 1639, and then about 20,000 in 1662; in
1755 all non-Christian Chinese were expelled (and many converted); in 1764,
6,000 were killed; and in 1823, the levying of special taxes resulted in mass
flight and imprisonment.>>

The rise of nationalism and communism seemed to pave the way to a final
solution. If all nations were entitled to their own states and all states were to
embody nations, all internal strangers were potential traitors. They might, or
might not, be allowed to assimilate, but they had ever fewer legitimate
arguments for continued difference and specialization. In a nation-state,
citizenship and nationality (“culture”) became inseparable; nonnationals were
aliens and thus not true citizens. And if, on the other hand, proletarians of all
countries were supposed to inherit the earth, and if only industrial workers (and
possibly their peasant allies) could be true proletarians, then service nomads
were to be disinherited as “bourgeois lackeys” or just plain bourgeois. Some
Mercurians became communist (in opposition to ethnic nationalism), and some
became Mercurian nationalists (in opposition to both), but both nationalism and
communism were fundamentally Apollonian, so that many Mercurians who were
not murdered became Apollonians of Mercurian descent or citizens of the newly
“revived” Israel and Armenia (which tended to be more Apollonian—and much
more martial—than Apollo himself).

In the summer of 1903, soon after the anti-Jewish riots in Kishinev, the



government of Haiti barred foreigners from retail trade and stood by during the
repeated anti-Levantine pogroms that followed. For two years, local newspapers
(including L’Antisyrien, created expressly for the purpose) inveighed against
“Levantine monsters” and ‘“descendants of Judas,” occasionally calling for
“I’extirpation des Syriens.” Only pressure from foreign powers (whose
representatives were themselves ambivalent about the Levantines) prevented the
expulsion orders of March 1905 from taking full effect. About 900 refugees left
the country.>® On the other side of the Atlantic, the Lebanese population of
Freetown, Sierra Leone, spent eight weeks in 1919 under protective custody in
the town hall and two other buildings as their property was being looted and
destroyed. In the aftermath, the British Colonial Office considered wholesale
deportation “in the interests of peace” but opted for continued protection. About
twenty years later, the cultural commissar of an incoming prime minister of
Thailand delivered a much publicized speech in which he referred to Hitler’s
anti-Semitic policies and declared that “it was high time Siam considered
dealing with their own Jews,” meaning ethnic Chinese (of whom he himself was
one). As King Vajiravudh had written in a pamphlet entitled The Jews of the
East, “in matters of money the Chinese are entirely devoid of morals and mercy.
They will cheat you with a smile of satisfaction at their own perspicacity.”’

The nearly universal condemnation of the attempted ‘“extirpation” of the
Armenians and Assyrians in Turkey and the Jews and Gypsies in Europe did
little to diminish this new anti-Mercurian zeal. In the newly independent African
states, “Africanization” meant, among other things, discrimination against Indian
and Lebanese entrepreneurs and civil servants. In Kenya, they were squeezed out
as “Asians”; in Tanzania, as “capitalists”’; and in both places, as “bloodsuckers”
and “leeches.” In 1972, President Idi Amin of Uganda expelled about 70,000
Indians without their assets, telling them as they went that they had “no interest
in this country beyond the aim of making as much profit as possible, and at all
costs.” In 1982, a coup attempt in Nairobi was followed by a massive Indian
pogrom, in which about five hundred shops were looted and at least twenty

women were raped.>®

In postcolonial Southeast Asia, ethnic Chinese became the targets of similar
nation-building efforts. In Thailand, they were excluded from twenty-seven
occupations (1942), in Cambodia from eighteen (1957), and in the Philippines,
relentless anti-“alien” legislation affected their ability to own or inherit certain
assets and pursue most professions—while making their “alien” status much
harder to escape. In 1959-60, President Sukarno’s ban on alien retail trade in
Indonesia’s rural areas resulted in the hasty departure of about 130,000 Chinese,



and in 1965-67, General Suharto’s campaign against the Communists was
accompanied by massive anti-Chinese violence including large-scale massacres,
expulsions, extortion, and legal discrimination. Like several other modern
Mercurian communities, the Chinese of Southeast Asia were strongly
overrepresented among Communists, as well as capitalists, and were often seen
by some indigenous groups as the embodiment of all forms of cosmopolitan
modernity. In 1969, anti-Chinese riots in Kuala Lumpur left nearly a thousand
people dead; in 1975, Pol Pot’s entry into Phnom Penh led to the death of an
estimated two hundred thousand Chinese (half the ethnic Chinese population, or
about twice as high a death toll as among urban Khmers); and in 1978-79,
hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese Chinese fled Vietnam for China as “boat
people.” The end of the century brought the end of Indonesia’s president
Suharto, who had closed down Chinese schools and banned the use of Chinese
characters (except by one government-controlled newspaper), while relying on
the financial support of Chinese-owned conglomerates. The popular
demonstrations that brought down the regime culminated in huge anti-Chinese
riots. According to one eyewitness account, “ ‘Serbu . . . serbu . . . serbu’
[attack], the massa [crowds] shouted. Thus, hundreds of people spontaneously
moved to the shops. Windows and blockades were destroyed, and the looting
began. The massa suddenly became crazy. After the goods were in their hands,
the buildings and the occupants were set on fire. Girls were raped.” After two
days of violence, about five thousand homes were burned down, more than 150
women gang-raped, and more than two thousand people killed.>”

There is no word for “anti-Sinicism” in the English language, or indeed in
any other language except Chinese (and even in Chinese, the term, paihua, is
limited in use and not universally accepted). The most common way to describe
the role—and the fate—of Indonesia’s Chinese is to call them “the Jews of
Asia.” And probably the most appropriate English (French, Dutch, German,
Spanish, Italian) name for what happened in Jakarta in May 1998 is “pogrom,”
the Russian word for “slaughter,” “looting,” “urban riot,” “violent assault against
a particular group,” which has been applied primarily to anti-Jewish violence.
There was nothing unusual about the social and economic position of the Jews in
medieval and early modern Europe, but there is something remarkable about the
way they have come to stand for service nomadism wherever it may be found.
All Mercurians represented urban arts amid rural labors, and most scriptural
Mercurians emerged as the primary beneficiaries and scapegoats of the city’s
costly triumph, but only the Jews—the scriptural Mercurians of Europe—came
to represent Mercurianism and modernity everywhere. The Age of Universal
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Mercurianism became Jewish because it began in Europe.



Chapter 2

SWANN’S NOSE: THE JEWS AND OTHER
MODERNS

The nose looked at the Major and knitted its eyebrows a little.
“You are mistaken, my dear sir. I am entirely on my own.”

—N. V. Gogol, “The Nose”

The postexilic Jews were the Inadan of Europe, the Armenians of the North, the
Parsis of the Christian world. They were quintessential, extraordinarily
accomplished Mercurians because they practiced service nomadism for a long
time and over a large territory, produced an elaborate ideological justification of
the Mercurian way of life and its ultimate transcendence, and specialized in an
extremely wide range of traditional service occupations from peddling and
smithing to medicine and finance. They were internal strangers for all seasons,
proven antipodes of all things Apollonian and Dionysian, practiced purveyors of
“cleverness” in a great variety of forms and in all walks of life.

But they were not just very good at what they did. They were exceptional
Mercurians because, in Christian Europe, they were at least as familiar as they
were odd. The local Apollonians’ God, forefathers, and Scriptures were all
Jewish, and the Jews’ greatest alleged crime—the reason for their Mercurian
homelessness—was their rejection of a Jewish apostate from Judaism. Such
symbiosis was not wholly unparalleled (in parts of Asia, all writing and learning,
as well as service nomadism, were of Chinese origin), but probably nowhere
were tribal exiles as much at home as Jews were in Europe. The Christian world
began with the Jews, and it could not end without them.

Most of all, however, the Jews became the world’s strangest strangers
because they practiced their vocation on a continent that went almost wholly
Mercurian and reshaped much of the world accordingly. In an age of service



nomadism, the Jews became the chosen people by becoming the model
“moderns.”

This meant that more and more Apollonians, first in Europe and then
elsewhere, had to become more like the Jews: urban, mobile, literate, mentally
nimble, occupationally flexible, and surrounded by aliens (and thus keen on
cleanliness, unmanliness, and creative dietary taboos). The new market was
different from old markets in that it was anonymous and socially unembedded
(relatively speaking): it was exchange among strangers, with everyone trying,
with varying degrees of success, to play the Jew.

Among the most successful were Max Weber’s Protestants, who discovered a
humorless, dignified way to be Jewish. One could remain virtuous while
engaging in “usury” and deriving prestige from wealth—as opposed to investing
wealth in honor by means of generosity and predation (or simply swallowing it
all up). At the same time, the retreat of professional priests and divine miracles
forced every seeker of salvation to consult God directly, by reading books, and to
pursue righteousness formally, by following rules. Churches became more like
synagogues (shuln, or “schools”); experts on virtue became more like teachers
(rabbis); and every believer became a monk or a priest (i.e., more like a Jew).
Moses’ prayer—“would God that all the Lord’s people were prophets” (Num.
11:29)—had been heard.

The new—modern—world (brave in a new way) was based on the endless
pursuit of wealth and learning, with both careers open to talent, as in the shtetl or
ghetto, and most talents taking up traditional Mercurian occupations:
entrepreneurship, of course, but also medicine, law, journalism, and science. The
gradual demise of the soul led to an intense preoccupation with bodily purity, so
that diet once again became a key to salvation and doctors began to rival priests
as experts on immortality. The replacement of sacred oaths and covenants by
written contracts and constitutions transformed lawyers into indispensable
guardians and interpreters of the new economic, social, and political order. The
obsolescence of inherited wisdom and Apollonian dignity (the greatest enemy of
curiosity) elevated erstwhile heralds and town criers to the position of powerful
purveyors of knowledge and moral memory (the “fourth” and the “fifth” estates).
And the naturalization of the universe turned every scientist into a would-be
Prometheus.

Even the refusal to pursue wealth or learning was Mercurian in inspiration.
The aptly named “bohemians” occupied the periphery of the new market by
engaging in new forms of begging, prophesying, and fortune-telling, as well as
more or less seditious singing and dancing. Fully dependent on the society of



which they were not full-fledged members, they earned their living by
scandalizing their patrons in the manner of most traditional providers of
dangerous, unclean, and transcendental services. Their own membership
requirements included service nomadism, persistent (if sometimes ironic)
defiance of dominant conventions, a strong sense of moral superiority over the
host society, and a withdrawal from all outside kinship obligations. To mock,
challenge, and possibly redeem a society of would-be Jews and Protestants, one
had to become a would-be Gypsy.

“Jews and Protestants” is an appropriate metaphor in more ways than one,
because there was more than one way of being successful in the modern
economy. Werner Sombart was able to attribute the rise of capitalism to the Jews
by dramatically overstating his case (and thus seriously compromising it); Weber
established an exclusive connection between the Protestant ethic and the spirit of
capitalism by emphasizing historical causation (and thus bypassing
contemporary Jews); and scholars puzzling over various Asian miracles have felt
compelled to either redefine the Protestant ethic or delineate a peculiarly Asian,
“familistic” or “network-based,” path to capitalism.! It seems, however, that the
European route contained both paths—familistic and individualist—at the outset:
whereas the Jews, in particular, relied on their expertise as a cohesive tribe of
professional strangers, the various Protestants and their imitators built their city
on a hill by introducing economic calculation into the moral community while
converting countless outsiders into moral subjects (and trustworthy clients)—or,
as Benjamin Nelson put it, by turning brothers into others and others into
brothers (and thus everyone into a civil stranger).?

Since Weber, it has usually been assumed that “modern capitalism rises upon
the ruins of the tribalistic communalism of the Hebrew brotherhood.”” In fact,
they have coexisted, not always peacefully, as two fundamental principles of
modern economic organization: one that employs kinship as a central structural
element, and one that enshrines a rational individual pursuing economic self-
interest on the basis of formal legality. Both are learned behaviors, acquired
through practice, ideological reinforcement, and painstaking self-denial (and, in
the real world, mixed in various proportions). The first requires a combination of
tribalism and commercialism rarely found outside traditional Mercurian
communities; the second demands a degree of asceticism and adherence to
impersonal man-made rules that seems beyond reach (or indeed, comprehension)
in societies little affected by Protestantism or reformed Catholicism. The first
“harnesses nepotism in the service of capitalism”; the second claims—against all
evidence—that the two are incompatible. The first enjoys dubious legitimacy



and tends to avoid the limelight; the second loudly abhors “corruption” and
pretends to be the only true modern.*

The Jews did not have a monopoly on familism, of course, but there is no
doubt that their entrepreneurial success was due to a combination of internal
solidarity and external strangeness—and that the only way native entrepreneurs
could compete (as it turned out) was by battling kin solidarity and legislating
strangeness. Majorities (hosts) could emulate Mercurians (guests) only by
forcing everyone to be an exile. A Scottish Protestant was not just a pork-eating
Jew, as Heine would have it; he was a solitary Jew, a Jew without the people of

Israel, the only creature to have been chosen.’

But that is not the whole story. Not only was the tribal path—along with the
Protestant one—a part of European modernity; the Protestant path itself was, in a
crucial sense, tribal. The new market, new rights, and new individuals had to be
constituted, circumscribed, sanctified, and protected by a newly nationalized
state. Nationalism was a function of modernity, as both a precondition and
defensive reaction, and modernity was, among other things, a new version of
tribalism. Protestants and liberals did not manage to create a world in which “all
men are ‘brothers’ in being equally ‘others.” ”® Instead, they built a new moral
community on the twin pillars of the nuclear family, which posed as an
individual, and the nation, which posed as a nuclear family. Adam Smith and
most of his readers took it for granted that wealth was, in some sense, “of
nations,” and so they did not pay much attention to the fact that there were others
—and then there were others.

To put it differently, the Europeans imitated the Jews not only in being
modern, but also in being ancient. Modernity is inseparable from the “tribalistic
communalism of the Hebrew brotherhood”—in both the sacredness of the
nuclear family and the chosenness of the tribe. As the Age of Mercurianism
unfolded, Christians saw the error of their ways and began to go easy on
universal brotherhood, on the one hand, and the separation between the sacred
and the profane (priesthood and laity), on the other. What started out as a
nationalization of the divine ended up as a deification of the national. First, it
turned out that the Bible could be written in the vernacular, and that Adam and
Eve had spoken French, Flemish, or Swedish in Paradise. And then it became
clear that each nation had had its own prelapsarian golden age, its own holy
books, and its own illustrious but foolhardy ancestors.’

Early Christians had rebelled against Judaism by moving Jerusalem to
Heaven; modern Christians reverted to their roots, as it were, by moving it back
to earth and cloning it as needed. As William Blake proclaimed,



I will not cease from Mental Fight,
Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand:
Till we have built Jerusalem

In Englands green & pleasant Land.®

Nationalism meant that every nation was to become Jewish. Every single one
of them had been “wounded for our transgressions” and “bruised for our
iniquities” (Isa. 53:5). Every people was chosen, every land promised, every
capital Jerusalem. Christians could give up trying to love their neighbors as
themselves—because they had finally discovered who they were (French,
Flemish, Swedish). They were like Jews in that they loved themselves as a
matter of faith and had no use for miracles—the only true miracle being the
continuing unfolding of the national story, to which every member of the nation
bore witness through ritual and, increasingly, through reading.

In most of Europe, the sacralization and, eventually, standardization of
national languages resulted in the canonization of the authors credited with their
creation. Dante in Italy, Cervantes in Spain, Camdes in Portugal, Shakespeare in
England, and later Goethe (with Schiller) in Germany, Pushkin in Russia,
Mickiewicz in Poland, and various others became objects of strikingly
successful cults (popular as well as official) because they came to symbolize
their nation’s golden age—or rather, a modern, newly recovered, articulate, and
personalized version of their nation’s original unity. They molded and elevated
their nations by embodying their spirit (in words as well as in their own lives),
transforming history and myth into high culture, and turning the local and the
absolute into images of each other. They all “invented the human” and “said it
all”’; they are the true modern prophets because they transformed their mother
tongues into Hebrew, the language spoken in Paradise.’

The cultivation of tribalism along with strangeness (modernity as universal
Mercurianism) involved an intense preoccupation with bodily purity. Civilization
as a struggle against odors, excretions, secretions, and “germs” had as much to
do with ritual Mercurian estrangement as it did with the rise of science—a fact
duly noted by the Gypsies, for example, who welcomed prepackaged meals and
disposable utensils as useful aids in their battle with marime, and a number of
Jewish physicians, who argued that kashrut, circumcision, and other ritual
practices were modern hygiene avant la lettre.'”

Mercurian strangeness implies cleanliness and aloofness, and so does
Mercurian tribalism. Modern states are as keen on the symmetry, transparency,
spotlessness, and boundedness of the body politic as traditional Jews and



Gypsies are on the ritual purity and autonomy of their communities. In a sense,
good citizenship (including patriotism) is a version of the ever vigilant Jewish
endeavor to preserve personal and collective identity in an unclean world.
Except that modern states are not usually beleaguered and despised minorities
(although many imagine themselves so). In the hands of heavily armed,
thoroughly bureaucratized, and imperfectly Judaized Apollonians, Mercurian
exclusivity and fastidiousness became relentlessly expansive. In the hands of
messianically inclined Apollonians, it turned lethal—especially to the
Mercurians. The Holocaust had as much to do with tradition as it did with
modernity.!!

The painful transformation of Europeans into Jews was paralleled by the
emergence of the Jews from legal, ritual, and social seclusion. In the new society
built on formerly unclean occupations, segregated communities specializing in
those occupations lost their raison d’étre—for the specialists themselves as well
as for their clients. At the same time, the new state was growing indifferent to
religion, and thus “tolerant” of religious differences—and thus more inclusive as
well as more intrusive. As Jewish communities began to lose their independence,
coherence, and self-sufficiency, individual Jews began to acquire new legal
protections and new moral legitimacy even as they continued to pursue
Mercurian occupations. Some of them became Apollonians or even Christians,
but most simply joined the world created in their image, a world in which
everyone would wear Hermes’ “unspeakable, unthinkable, marvelous” sandals.

But of course most Apollonians untempered by the “Protestant ethic” could
not wear those sandals any more than Cinderella’s stepsisters could wear her
glass slipper—at least not until they had had time to practice and make the
proper adjustments. The Jewish journey was equally tumultuous, perhaps, but
much shorter. The Jews were already urban (including those who represented
urbanity in the shtetls—*“little cities”—of rural Eastern Europe) and had,
compared to their hosts, virtually no tradition of internal estate distinctions (“the
whole ghetto was, as it were, ‘Third Estate’ ”). They tended to base social status
on personal achievement, associated achievement with learning and wealth,
sought learning by reading and interpreting texts, and pursued wealth by
cultivating human strangers rather than land, gods, or beasts. In a society of
refugees, permanent exiles could feel at home (or so it seemed for a while).!?

Over the course of the nineteenth century, most of the Jews of Central and



Western Europe moved to large cities to participate in the unbinding of
Prometheus (as David Landes, conveniently for our purposes, called the rise of
capitalism). They did it in their own way—partly because other avenues
remained closed but also because their own way was very effective, as well as
well rehearsed (Prometheus had been a trickster and manipulator similar to
Hermes before becoming a martyred culture hero). Wherever they went, they
had a higher proportion of self-employment than non-Jews, a greater
concentration in trade and commerce, and a clear preference for economically
independent family firms. Most Jewish wage laborers (a substantial minority in
Poland) worked in small Jewish-owned shops, and most great Jewish banking
houses, including the Rothschilds, Bleichrdders, Todescos, Sterns, Oppenheims,
and Seligmans, were family partnerships, with brothers and male cousins—often
married to cousins—stationed in different parts of Europe (in-laws and
outmarrying females were often excluded from direct involvement in business).
In the early nineteenth century, thirty of the fifty-two private banks in Berlin
were owned by Jewish families; a hundred years later many of these banks
became shareholding companies with Jewish managers, some of them directly
related to the original owners as well as to each other. The greatest German joint
stock banks, including the Deutsche Bank and Dresdner Bank, were founded
with the participation of Jewish financiers, as were the Rothschilds’ Creditanstalt
in Austria and the Pereires’ Crédit Mobilier in France. (Of the remaining private
—i.e., non—joint stock—banks in Weimar Germany, almost half were owned by
Jewish families).!3

In fin de siecle Vienna, 40 percent of the directors of public banks were Jews
or of Jewish descent, and all banks but one were administered by Jews (some of
them members of old banking clans) under the protection of duly titled and
landed Paradegoyim. Between 1873 and 1910, at the height of political
liberalism, the Jewish share of the Vienna stock exchange council (Borsenrath)
remained steady at about 70 percent, and in 1921 Budapest, 87.8 percent of the
members of the stock exchange and 91 percent of the currency brokers
association were Jews, many of them ennobled (and thus, in a sense,
Paradegoyim themselves). In industry, there were some spectacularly successful
Jewish magnates (such as the Rathenaus in electrical engineering, the
Friedldnder-Fulds in coal, the Monds in chemical industries, and the Ballins in
shipbuilding), some areas with high proportions of Jewish industrial ownership
(such as Hungary), and some strongly “Jewish” industries (such as textiles, food,
and publishing), but the principal contribution of Jews to industrial development
appears to have consisted in the financing and managerial control by banks. In



Austria, of the 112 industrial directors who held more than seven simultancous
directorships in 1917, half were Jews associated with the great banks, and in
interwar Hungary, more than half and perhaps as much as 90 percent of all
industry was controlled by a few closely related Jewish banking families. In
1912, 20 percent of all millionaires in Britain and Prussia (10 million marks and
more in the Prussian case) were Jews. In 1908—11, in Germany as a whole, Jews
made up 0.95 percent of the population and 31 percent of the richest families
(with a “ratio of economic elite overrepresentation” of 33, the highest anywhere,
according to W. D. Rubinstein). In 1930, about 71 percent of the richest
Hungarian taxpayers (with incomes exceeding 200,000 pengd) were Jews. And
of course the Rothschilds, “the world’s bankers” as well as the “Kings of the
Jews,” were, by a large margin, the wealthiest family of the nineteenth century.!*

Generally speaking, Jews were a minority among bankers; bankers were a
minority among Jews; and Jewish bankers competed too fiercely against each
other and associated too much with erratic and mutually hostile regimes to be
able to have permanent and easily manageable political influence (Heine called
Rothschild and Fuld “two rabbis of finance who were as much opposed to one
another as Hillel and Shammai”). Still, it is obvious that European Jews as a
group were very successful in the new economic order, that they were, on
average, better off than non-Jews, and that some of them managed to translate
their Mercurian expertise and Mercurian familism into considerable economic
and political power. The pre-World War I Hungarian state owed its relative
stability to the active support of the powerful business elite, which was small,
cohesive, bound by marriage, and overwhelmingly Jewish. The new German
Empire was built not only on “blood and iron,” as Otto von Bismarck claimed,
but also on gold and financial expertise, largely provided by Bismarck’s—and
Germany’s—banker, Gerson von Bleichroder. The Rothschilds made their
wealth by lending to governments and speculating in government bonds, so that
when members of the family had a strong opinion, governments would listen
(but not always hear, of course). In one of the most amusing episodes in
Alexander Herzen’s My Past and Thoughts, “His Majesty” James Rothschild
blackmails Emperor Nicholas I into releasing the money that the father of
Russian socialism has received from his serf-owning German mother.!

Money was one means of advancement; education was the other. The two
were closely connected, of course, but proportions could vary considerably.
Throughout modern Europe, education was expected to lead to money; only
among Jews, apparently, was money almost universally expected to lead to
education. Jews were consistently overrepresented in educational institutions



leading to professional careers, but the overrepresentation of the offspring of
Jewish merchants seems particularly striking. In fin de si¢cle Vienna, Jews made
up roughly 10 percent of the general population and about 30 percent of classical
gymnasium students. Between 1870 and 1910, about 40 percent of all
gymnasium graduates in central Vienna were Jewish; among those whose fathers
engaged in commerce, Jews represented more than 80 percent. In Germany, 51
percent of Jewish scientists had fathers who were businessmen. The Jewish
journey from the ghetto seemed to lead to the liberal professions by way of

commercial success.!©

The principal way station on that route was the university. In the 1880s, Jews
accounted for only 3—4 percent of the Austrian population, but 17 percent of all
university students and fully one-third of the student body at Vienna University.
In Hungary, where Jews constituted about 5 percent of the population, they
represented one-fourth of all university students and 43 percent at Budapest
Technological University. In Prussia in 1910-11, Jews made up less than 1
percent of the population, about 5.4 percent of university students, and 17
percent of the students at the University of Berlin. In 1922, in newly independent
Lithuania, Jewish students composed 31.5 percent of the student body at the
University of Kaunas (not for long, though, because of the government’s
nativization policies). In Czechoslovakia, the Jewish share of university students
(14.5 percent) was 5.6 times their share in the general population. When Jews
are compared to non-Jews in similar social and economic positions, the gap
becomes narrower (though still impressive); what remains constant is that in
much of Central and Eastern Europe, there were relatively few non-Jews in
similar social and economic positions. In large parts of Eastern Europe, virtually
the whole “middle class” was Jewish.!”

Because civil service jobs were mostly closed to Jews (and possibly because
of a general Jewish preference for self-employment), most Jewish students went
into the professions that were “liberal,” congruent with Mercurian upbringing,
and, as it happens, absolutely central to the functioning of modern society:
medicine, law, journalism, science, higher education, entertainment, and the arts.
In turn-of-the-century Vienna, 62 percent of the lawyers, half the doctors and
dentists, 45 percent of the medical faculty, and one-fourth of the total faculty
were Jews, as were between 51.5 and 63.2 percent of professional journalists. In
1920, 59.9 percent of Hungarian doctors, 50.6 percent of lawyers, 39.25 percent
of all privately employed engineers and chemists, 34.3 percent of editors and
journalists, and 28.6 percent of musicians identified themselves as Jews by
religion. (If one were to add converts to Christianity, the numbers would



presumably be much higher.) In Prussia, 16 percent of physicians, 15 percent of
dentists, and one-fourth of all lawyers in 1925 were Jews; and in interwar
Poland, Jews were about 56 percent of all doctors in private practice, 43.3
percent of all private teachers and educators, 33.5 percent of all lawyers and
notaries, and 22 percent of all journalists, publishers, and librarians.!8

Of all the licensed professionals who served as the priests and oracles of new
secular truths, messengers were the most obviously Mercurian, the most visible,
the most marginal, the most influential—and very often Jewish. In early
twentieth-century Germany, Austria, and Hungary, most of the national
newspapers that were not specifically Christian or anti-Semitic were owned,
managed, edited, and staffed by Jews (in fact, in Vienna even the Christian and
anti-Semitic ones were sometimes produced by Jews). As Steven Beller put it,
“in an age when the press was the only mass medium, cultural or otherwise, the
liberal press was largely a Jewish press.”!”

The same was true, to a lesser degree, of publishing houses, as well as the
many public places where messages, prophecies, and editorial comments were
exchanged orally or nonverbally (through gesture, fashion, and ritual). “Jewish
emancipation” was, among other things, a search by individual Jews for a neutral
(or at least “semineutral,” in Jacob Katz’s terms) society where neutral actors
could share a neutral secular culture. As the marquis d’Argens wrote to
Frederick the Great on behalf of Moses Mendelssohn, “A philosophe who is a
bad Catholic begs a philosophe who is a bad Protestant to grant the privilege [of
residence in Berlin] to a philosophe who is a bad Jew.” To be bad in the eyes of
God was a good thing because God either did not exist or could not always tell
bad from good. For the Jews, the first such corners of neutrality and equality
were Masonic lodges, whose members were to adhere “to that religion in which
all men agree, leaving their particular opinions to themselves.” When it appeared
as if the only religion left was the one on which everyone agreed, some
particular opinions became “public opinion,” and Jews became important—and
very public—opinion makers and opinion traders. In the early nineteenth
century, the most prominent salon hostesses in the German-speaking world were
Jewish women, and Jews of both sexes became a visible, and sometimes the
largest, part of the “public” in theaters, concert halls, art galleries, and literary
societies. Most of the patrons in Viennese literary coffeehouses seem to have
been Jewish—as were many of the artists whose inventions they judged. Central
European modernism, in particular, owed a great deal to the creativity of
“emancipated” Jews.?’

And so did science (from scientia, “knowledge”), another transgressive



Mercurian specialty closely related to the arts and crafts. For many Jews, the
transition from the study of the Law to the study of the laws of nature proved
congenial and extremely successful. The new science of the individual (named
after Psyche, the Greek for “soul” and the perennial victim of Eros’s cruelty) was
an almost exclusively Jewish affair; the new science of society seemed to the
literary historian Friedrich Gundolph (né Gundelfinger) a “Jewish sect”; and
virtually all of the old sciences, perhaps especially physics, mathematics, and
chemistry, benefited enormously from the influx of Jews. At least five of the
nine Nobel Prizes won by German citizens during the Weimar years went to
scientists of Jewish descent, and one of them, Albert Einstein, joined Rothschild
in becoming an icon of the Modern Age. Or rather, Rothschild remained a name,
a ghostly symbol of the “invisible hand,” whereas Einstein became a true icon:
an image of the divine, the face of the mind, the prophet of Prometheanism.?!

At the turn of the twentieth century, the spectacular Jewish success in the central
compartments of modern life provoked a vigorous debate about its origins. Some
of the arguments and outbursts are routinely included in histories of anti-
Semitism, but there was a lot more to the debate than anti-Semitism (however
defined). Houston Stewart Chamberlain, the racist ideologue and breathless poet
of the “free and loyal” Teuton, offered several tenuously related but influential
explanations for the fateful (and altogether “negative”) fact that the Jews had
become “a disproportionately important and in many spheres actually dominant
constituent of our life.” First, there was the apparently innate Jewish “possession
of an abnormally developed will,” which gave rise to their “phenomenal
elasticity.” Second, there was their historically formed faith, which lacked
“abstract inconceivable mysteries,” politicized man’s relationship to God,
equated morality with blind obedience to the law, and spawned the corrosive
rationalism that had proved the nemesis of the free and loyal Teuton. Finally—
and most fatefully—"“Judaism and its product, the Jew,” were responsible for
“the 1dea of physical race-unity and race-purity”: the very idea that Chamberlain
admired in the Teutons and urged them to safeguard in the face of the Jewish
onslaught. The future Nazi prophet condemned the Jews for inventing
nationalism and intolerance. “Sin i1s for them a national thing, whereas the
individual is ‘just’ when he does not transgress the ‘law’; redemption is not the
moral redemption of the individual, but the redemption of the State; that is
difficult for us to understand.”??

Joseph Jacobs, a prominent Jewish historian and folklorist, agreed with



Chamberlain that there was a special relationship between the Jews and the
Modern Age, but he had a much higher opinion of both. In his account, Jewish
“thinkers and sages with eagle vision took into their thought the destinies of all
humanity, and rang out in clarion voice a message of hope to the down-trodden
of all races. Claiming for themselves and their people the duty and obligations of
a true aristocracy, they held forth to the peoples ideals of a true democracy
founded on right and justice.” Jacobs’s explanations for the Jewish preeminence
are similar to Chamberlain’s, if much more concise and consistent. Regarding
religion as a possibly important but ultimately elusive factor, he attributes Jewish
success to heredity, or “germ-plasm.” “There is a certain probability,” he argues,
“that a determinate number of Jews at the present time will produce a larger
number of ‘geniuses’ (whether inventive or not, I will not say) than any equal
number of men of other races. It seems highly probable, for example, that
German Jews at the present moment are quantitatively (not necessarily
qualitatively) at the head of European intellect.” The spread of such high
intellectual ability over dissimilar environments would seem to confirm the
theory of a common ancestry of contemporary Jews, and “if this be so, the
desirability of further propagation of the Jewish germ-plasm is a matter not
merely of Jewish interest.” One proof is the observable success of the “Jewish
half-breeds”: “their existence, in large number, is sufficient to disprove
Chamberlain’s contention of the radical superiority of the German over the
Jewish germ-plasm.”?>

Werner Sombart had little use for the germ-plasm. “What the race-theorists
have produced is a new sort of religion to replace the old Jewish or Christian
religion. What else is the theory of an Aryan, or German, ‘mission’ in the world
but a modern form of the ‘chosen people’ belief?” Instead, he argues that the
“Jewish genius” stems from perennial nomadism, first of the pastoral, then of the
trading kind. “Only in the shepherd’s calling, never in the farmer’s, could the
idea of gain have taken root, and the conception of unlimited production have
become a reality. Only in the shepherd’s calling could the view have become
dominant that in economic activities the abstract quantity of commodities
matters, not whether they are fit or sufficient for use.” The Jews are the nomads
of Europe. “ ‘Nomadism’ is the progenitor of Capitalism. The relation between
Capitalism and Judaism thus becomes more clear.”

What does become clear from Sombart’s account of the relation between
capitalism and Judaism is that nomadism is scarcely more useful to his cause
than the germ-plasm. Sombart’s book The Jews and Modern Capitalism was a
response to Max Weber, and most of his argument was entirely—if imperfectly



—Weberian. Capitalism is inconceivable without the Protestant ethic; Judaism is
much more Protestant (older, tougher, and purer) than Protestantism; Judaism is
the progenitor of Capitalism. “The whole religious system is in reality nothing
but a contract between Jehovah and his chosen people, a contract with all its
consequences and all its duties.” Every Jew has an account in Heaven, and every
Jew’s purpose in life is to balance it by following written rules. To follow the
rules, one has to know them; hence “the very study itself is made a means of
rendering life holy.” Relentless study and obedience impel one “to think about
one’s actions and to accomplish them in harmony with the dictates of reason.”
Ultimately, religion as law aims “at the subjugation of the merely animal
instincts in man, at the bridling of his desires and inclinations and at the
replacing of impulses by thoughtful action; in short, at the ‘ethical tempering of
man.” ” The result is worldly asceticism rewarded by earthly possessions, or
Puritanism without pork.?*

The rationalization of life accustomed the Jew to a mode of living contrary
to (or side by side with) Nature and therefore also to an economic system
like the capitalistic, which is likewise contrary to (or side by side with)
Nature. What in reality is the idea of making profit, what is economic
rationalism, but the application to economic activities of the rules by
which the Jewish religion shaped Jewish life? Before capitalism could
develop the natural man had to be changed out of all recognition, and a
rationalistically minded mechanism introduced in his stead. There had to
be a transvaluation of all economic values. And what was the result? The
homo capitalisticus, who is closely related to the homo Judaeus, both

belonging to the same species, homines rationalistici artificiales.”

This was a reinterpretation of the old contrast, most famously expressed by
Matthew Arnold, between the legalism, discipline, and “self-conquest” of
Hebraism, on the one hand, and the freedom, spontaneity, and harmony of
Hellenism, on the other.?® Arnold had considered both indispensable to civilized
life but lamented a growing modern imbalance, produced by the Reformation, in
favor of Hebraism. Nietzsche (who provided Sombart with much of his
terminology) rephrased the lament and took it into the realm of good and evil—
and beyond:

The Jews have brought off that miraculous feat of an inversion of values,
thanks to which life on earth has acquired a novel and dangerous attraction
for a couple of millennia; their prophets have fused “rich,” “godless,”



“evil,” “violent,” and “sensual” into one and were the first to use the word
“world” as an opprobrium. This inversion of values (which includes using
the word “poor” as synonymous with “holy” and “friend”) constitutes the
significance of the Jewish people: they mark the beginning of the slave
rebellion in morals.?’

In Nietzsche’s theater of two actors, this inversion of values amounted to a
victory of “the hopelessly mediocre and insipid man” over the warrior, and thus
over Nature—the very transformation, albeit much older, that Max Weber
described as the source of that “middle-class life,” of which “it might well be
truly said: ‘Specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart; this nullity
imagines that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved.” ”
What Sombart did was reconcile the two chronologies by providing the missing
link: the Judaic ethic produced the modern Jew; the modern Jew summoned the
spirit of capitalism.”®

Sombart did not like capitalism (any more than did Weber); Jews excelled
under capitalism; so Sombart did not like the Jews (any more than Weber liked
the Puritans). Madison C. Peters, a celebrated New York preacher and Protestant
theologian, associated the Modern Age with freedom, democracy, prosperity,
progress, and clipped fingernails—and liked both the Jews and the Puritans very
much. It is true, he argued, that the Puritans were born-again Jews who reverted
“to biblical precedents for the regulation of the minutest details of daily life,” but
the important thing is that “the Hebrew Commonwealth” had been held up by
“our patriotic divines” as a ‘“guide to the American people in their mighty
struggle for the blessings of civil and religious liberty.” According to Peters, “it
was Jewish money and Jewish encouragement which backed the genius and
daring of the Genoese navigator to brave the terrors of the unknown seas,” and it
was Jewish energy and Jewish enterprise that helped build “the greatness and the
glory, the fame and fortune, the prestige and prosperity of this unapproached and
unapproachable land.” And if Jewish rationalism, studiousness, and a sense of
chosenness are bad traits, then so are “their thrift and industry, their devotion to
high ideals, their love for liberty and fairness between man and man, their
unquenchable thirst for knowledge, their unswerving devotion to the principles
of their race and the tenets of their faith.” Finally—and not at all trivially—*the
Jew is extremely fond of soap and water under all circumstances; especially has
he a fondness for the latter. Whenever he gets an opportunity to take a bath he
takes one.” All things considered, therefore, the Jews epitomize Western
civilization—as its original creators, best practitioners, and rightful beneficiaries.



And of the many traits that are essential to both, one of the most fundamental is
mental agility, or intellectualism. “The only way to prevent Jewish scholars from
winning most of the prizes is to shut them out of the competition.”?’

Virtually all of those who associated Jews with modernity judged them
according to the traditional Apollonian-Mercurian oppositions of natural versus
artificial, settled versus nomadic, body versus mind. Especially body versus
mind: what was sterile rationality to Sombart was intellectual ability to Jacobs,
but both agreed on the centrality of the two concepts and the permanence of their
attachments. The Jews always represented the mind, which always represented
the modern world, whether one liked it or not. In the words of John Foster Fraser
(a celebrated British journalist and travel writer who liked both the Jews and the
modern world), “in what goes to make what is called ‘the man of the world’—
alertness and knowledge—the Jew is the superior of the Christian,” leaving the
latter no choice but to “recognize that in fair contest it is pretty certain that the
Jew will outstep the Christian.” No wonder, then, that the Americans, who value
fair contest above all else, get their ideals (which include democracy, frugality,
and love of children, among others) “more from the Jews than from their Saxon
forebears,” whereas the Germans, who resemble their forebears much more
closely, have no choice but to resort to numerus clausus because the struggle
“between the sons of the North, with their blond hair and sluggish intellects, and
these sons of the Orient, with their black eyes and alert minds, is an unequal
one.”"

Sombart agreed (curiously enough), as he lamented the fact that “the more
slow-witted, the more thick-skulled, the more ignorant of business a people is,
the more effective 1s Jewish influence on their economic life,” and so did the
British historian (and committed Zionist) Lewis Bernstein Namier, who
attributed the rise of Nazism—in familiar Mercurian terms—to the German
inability to compete. “The German is methodical, crude, constructive mainly in a
mechanical sense, extremely submissive to authority, a rebel or a fighter only by
order from above; he gladly remains all his life a tiny cog in a machine”;
whereas “the Jew, of Oriental or Mediterranean race, is creative, pliable,
individualistic, restless, and undisciplined,” providing much needed but never
acknowledged leadership in German cultural life. Similar contrasts were easily
observed throughout Europe, especially in the East and most strikingly in the
Russian Empire, where the Apollonian-Mercurian gap appeared as wide as the
legal restrictions were severe. According to Fraser, “if the Russian
dispassionately spoke his mind, I think he would admit that his dislike of the Jew
is not so much racial or religious—though these play great parts—as a



recognition that the Jew is his superior, and in conflicts of wits get the better of
him.” Indeed, the Russian may be admirable because of “his simplicity of soul,
his reverence, his genuine brotherliness, his wide-eyed wondering outlook on
life,” which shines through in his music and literature, “but when you reckon the
Russian in the field of commerce, where nimbleness of brain has its special
function, he does not show well.”3!

Nimbleness could always be denigrated as deviousness, whereas soulfulness
was the usual consolation of a thick skull; either way, the fact of the Jewish
success, or “ubiquity,” remained at the center of the debate, the real puzzle to be
explained. Between the supernatural tales of conspiracy and possession on the
one hand and the arcana of the germ-plasm on the other, the most common
explanations were historical and religious (“cultural”). Sombart, who bemoaned
the passing of “those Northern forests . . . where in winter the faint sunlight
glistens on the rime and in summer the song of birds is everywhere,” provided a
particularly influential antirationalist account. On the “Enlightenment” side, one
of the most eloquent statements belonged to the prolific publicist and social
scientist Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu. “We often marvel at the variety of Jewish
aptitudes,” he wrote by way of summarizing his argument, “at their singular
ability to assimilate, at the speed with which they appropriate our knowledge and
our methods.”

We are mistaken. They have been prepared by heredity, by two thousand
years of intellectual gymnastics. By taking up our sciences, they do not
enter an unknown territory, they return to a country already explored by
their ancestors. The centuries have not only equipped Israel for stock-
market wars and assaults on fortune, they have armed it for scientific

battles and intellectual conquests.>?

Equally mistaken, according to Leroy-Beaulieu, was the talk of a peculiarly
Jewish (and peculiarly harmful) messianism—what Chamberlain would call
“their talent for planning impossible socialistic and economic Messianic empires
without inquiring whether they thereby destroy the whole of the civilization and
culture which we have so slowly acquired.” In fact, the Jewish Messiah belonged
to us all: “we have a name for him, we await him, too, we call him as loudly as
we can.” It is called Progress—the same progress that had “slumbered in the
[Jewish] books, biding its time, until Diderot and Condorcet revealed it to the
nations and spread it around the world. But no sooner had the Revolution
proclaimed it and begun to implement it than the Jews recognized it and



reclaimed it as the legacy of their ancestors.” The Messiah finally arrived when,
“at the approach of our tricolor, caste barriers and ghetto walls tumbled down,”
and the liberated Jew stood atop a barricade, at the head of the universal struggle
against prejudice and inequality.>?

Marianne was as Jewish as Rothschild and Einstein, in other words, and most
authors agreed that the reasons for their rise could be found in the Jewish past.
Even conspiracy theorists explained the Jewish capacity for intrigue as a result
of their long-standing traits, and most racial explanations were Lamarckian in
that they assumed the inheritance of historically acquired characteristics. But
there was another view, of course—one that preferred rootlessness and
homelessness to antiquity and continuity. In a 1919 essay which reshaped that
tradition to fit a radically Mercurianized world, Thorstein Veblen argued that
“the intellectual preeminence of Jews in modern Europe” was due to a break
with the past, not its resurrection. “The cultural heritage of the Jewish people”
may be very ancient and very distinguished, “but these achievements of the
Jewish ancients neither touch the frontiers of modern science nor do they fall in
the lines of modern scholarship.” Scientific progress “presupposes a degree of
exemption from hard-and-fast preconceptions, a sceptical animus,
Unbefangenheit, release from the dead hand of conventional finality,” and the
reason “the intellectually gifted Jew” is everywhere on top is that he is the most
unattached, the most marginal, and therefore the most skeptical and
unconventional of all scientists. “It is by loss of allegiance, or at the best by
force of a divided allegiance to the people of his origin, that he finds himself in
the vanguard of modern inquiry. . . . He becomes a disturber of the intellectual
peace, but only at the cost of becoming an intellectual wayfaring man, a
wanderer in the intellectual no-man’s-land, seeking another place to rest, farther
along the road, somewhere over the horizon.” The eternal Jew meets the new
Jewish scientist and likes what he sees. By curing the Jews of their
homelessness, Zionism would spell the end of their “intellectual preeminence.”>*

Where Sombart had compared the Jews to Mephistopheles shadowing the
Christian Faust, Veblen insisted that it was Faust who was the real Jew. But both
agreed—and so did everyone else—that there was a peculiar kinship between
Jews and the Modern Age, that the Jews, in some very important sense, were the
Modern Age. No matter what the standard—rationalism, nationalism, capitalism,
professionalism, Faustian Prometheanism, literacy, democracy, hygiene,
alienation, or the nuclear family—Jews seemed to have been there first, done it
earlier, understood it best. Even Zarathustra, whom Nietzsche chose to speak on
his behalf, turned out to be the exclusive God of the “Jews of India.” In the



words of the Parsi poet Adil Jussawalla, “Nietzsche did not know that Superman
Zarathustra was the Jews’ first brother.”3>

The identification of the Jews with the forces that were molding the modern
world was one of the few things that most European intellectuals, from the
Romantics of the “Northern forests” to the prophets of Reason and the tricolor,
could occasionally agree on. Perhaps not surprisingly, therefore, the two great
apocalyptic revolts against modernity were also the two final solutions to the
“Jewish problem.” Marx, who began his career by equating capitalism with
Judaism, attempted to solve his own Jewish problem (and that of so many of his
disciples) by slaying capitalism. Hitler, whose “long soul struggle” as a young
man had revealed the Jewish roots of urban “corruption,” attempted to tame
capitalism by murdering Jews.>°

The Jewish economic and professional success beyond the ghetto walls was
accompanied by the easing of the old “blood” and food taboos and the adoption
of new languages, rituals, names, clothes, and kinsmen in a dramatic makeover
commonly described as “assimilation.” But who were the Jews becoming similar
to? Certainly not their peasant neighbors and clients, who were undergoing an
agonizing ‘“urbanization,” “modernization,” and “secularization” of their own.
Both were moving, at the same time, into the same semineutral spaces of modern
citizenship by paying the required fee of ceasing to be “themselves.” The Jews
were shedding their names and their tribe in order to keep their Mercurian trades
and Mercurian cleverness; the peasants had to forsake their whole world in order
to keep their name and their tribe. Both were deluded: whereas the assimilating
Jews believed, reasonably but mistakenly, that they were discarding something
that had lost all meaning, the urbanizing peasants assumed, absurdly but
correctly, that they could change completely while remaining the same. At the
dawn of the Modern Age, Henri de Navarre had been able to say that Paris was
“worth a mass” because religion no longer mattered much to him. Many
nineteenth-century European Jews felt the same way, forgetting that there was a
new religion abroad. The mass, it is true, was not worth very much, but Paris
was now the capital of a nation, and it was asking a much higher price. All
modern states were Mercurias in Apollonian garb; old Mercurians, of all people,
should never have underestimated the importance of disguise.

The Modern Age was Jewish not only because everyone was now a stranger
but also because strangers were organized—or reassembled—into groups based



on common descent and destiny. The Weberian world of “mechanized
petrification embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance” could be
sustained—indeed, conceived—only within states that posed as tribes. The
ordeal of peasant conversion to city life could be endured only if the city claimed
convincingly and sincerely enough that it was but an expanded and improved
version of the peasant village, not its demonic slayer. The transformation of
peasants into Frenchmen could be accomplished only if France stood for Patrie
as well as Progress.?’

This combination of patriotism and progress, or the worship of the new state
as an old tribe (commonly known as nationalism) became the new opium of the
people. Total strangers became kinsmen on the basis of common languages,
origins, ancestors, and rituals duly standardized and disseminated for the
purpose. The nation was family writ large: ascriptive and blood-bound but
stretched well beyond human memory or face recognition, as only a metaphor
could be. Or perhaps it was Christianity writ small: one was supposed to love
certain others as brothers and certain neighbors as oneself. In other words, the
Jews were doomed to a new exile as a result of the Judaizing of their Apollonian
hosts: no sooner had they become ready to become Germans (for who needed
chosenness, kashrut, or the shadkhen [matchmaker] if everyone was becoming
Jewish anyway?) than the Germans themselves became “chosen.” It was now as
difficult for a Jew to become German as it had always been for a German to
become Jewish. Christianity, at least in principle, had been open to all by means
of conversion, but back when Christianity was being taken seriously, so was
Judaism, which meant that conversions were true acts of apostasy. Only when
Judaism became less legitimate among the “enlightened” and the “assimilated,”
and conversion became a more or less formal oath of allegiance to the
bureaucratic state, did the bureaucratic state became national and thus jealously
exclusive.

A male convert to Judaism had always cut a lonely and melancholy figure
because it was not easy to “imagine” one’s way into an alien community
bounded by sacralized common descent and a variety of physical and cultural
markers that served as both proof of shared parentage and a guarantee of
continued endogamy. The would-be Jewish converts to Germanness or
Hungarianness found themselves in a similar but much more difficult position,
because Germanness and Hungarianness were represented by a powerful state
that claimed to be both national and (more or less) liberal while also insisting on
being the sole guardian of rights and judge of identity.

The most common early strategy of the newly “emancipated” and



“assimilated” Jews was to promote the liberal cause by celebrating “neutral
spaces” in public life and cultivating a liberal education and the liberal
professions in their own. Jews were not just the embodiment of Reason and
Enlightenment—they were among their most vocal and loyal champions. They
voted for liberal parties, argued the virtues of individual liberties, and faithfully
served those states that allowed them to do so. The Habsburg Empire—as well
as France, of course—was the object of much loyalty and admiration because, as
the historian Carl Schorske put it, “the emperor and the liberal system offered
status to the Jews without demanding nationality; they became the supra-national
people of the multinational state, the one folk which, in effect, stepped into the
shoes of the earlier aristocracy.”3®

To join the later—Iliberal—aristocracy, one needed to acquire a new secular
education and professional expertise. And that is exactly what the Jews, as a
group, did—with an intensity and fervor worthy of a yeshiva and a degree of
success that was the cause of much awe and resentment. Gustav Mahler’s father
read French philosophers when he was not selling liquor; Karl Popper’s father
translated Horace when he was not practicing law; and Victor Adler’s
grandfather divided his time between Orthodox Judaism and European
Enlightenment. But what mattered most—to them and thousands like them, as
well as to History—is whose fathers they were. Liberal education as the new
Jewish religion was very similar to the old Jewish religion—except that it was
much more liberal. Secularized Jewish fathers—stern or indulgent, bankers (like
Lukacs’s father) or haberdashers (like Kafka’s)—did their best to bring up free,
cosmopolitan Men: men without fathers. They were remarkably successful:
indeed, few generations of patriarchs were as good at raising patricides and
grave diggers as first-generation Jewish liberals. And no one understood it better
than Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx.”

Liberalism did not work because neutral spaces were not very neutral. The
universities, “free” professions, salons, coffeehouses, concert halls, and art
galleries in Berlin, Vienna, and Budapest became so heavily Jewish that
liberalism and Jewishness became almost indistinguishable. The Jews’ pursuit of
rootlessness ended up being almost as familial as their pursuit of wealth. Success
at “assimilation” made assimilation more difficult, because the more successful
they were at being modern and secular, the more visible they became as the main
representatives of modernity and secularism. And this meant that people who
were not very good at modernity and secularism, or who objected to them for a
variety of Apollonian (and Dionysian) reasons, were likely to be impressed by
political anti-Semitism. As Kéthe Leichter remembered her high school days in



fin de siécle Vienna, “with my [Jewish] friends I discussed the meaning of life,
shared my ideas about books, poetry, nature, and music. With the daughters of
government officials I played ‘house.” ” Kéthe Leichter grew up to be a socialist
and a sociologist; at least some of those officials’ daughters grew up to be anti-

Semites. 40

But mostly liberalism did not work because it never could—not in the sense
of interchangeable cosmopolitan individuals and certainly not in the Apollonian
Babylon of Central and Eastern Europe. The facts that nobody spoke Liberalese
as a native tongue and that the Man who had Rights also had citizenship and
family attachments were easy to forget if one lived in a state that was more or
less successful at equating itself with both family and the universe. It was much
harder to do in a doomed Christian state or a youthful national one. Nobody
spoke Austro-Hungarian, on the one hand, and on the other, it took a lot of
practice to start thinking of Czech as a language of high secular culture. The
Jews who did not wish to speak the language of particularism (Yiddish, for most
of them) had to find the language of universalism by shopping around. The main
selling points of would-be national universalisms (French, German, Russian,
Hungarian) were a claim to a prestigious high-cultural tradition and, most
important, a state that would give that claim some muscle and conviction.
Esperanto—conceived in Biatystok by the Jewish student Ludwik Zamenhof—
had no chance of living to maturity. Universalism relied on the nation-state as
much as the nation did.

The Jews did not launch the Modern Age. They joined it late, had little to do
with some of its most important episodes (such as the Scientific and Industrial
Revolutions), and labored arduously to adjust to its many demands. They did
adjust better than most—and reshaped the modern world as a consequence—but
they were not present at the creation and missed out on some of the early role
assignments.

By most accounts, one of the earliest episodes in the history of modern
Europe was the Renaissance, or the rebirth of godlike Man. But the Renaissance
did not just create the cult of Man—it created cults of particular men whose job
it was to write the new Scriptures, to endow an orphaned and deified humanity
with a new shape, a new past, and a new tongue fit for a new Paradise. Dante,
Camdes, and Cervantes knew themselves to be prophets of a new age, knew
their work to be divinely inspired and “immortal,” knew they were writing a new



Bible by rewriting the Odyssey and the Aeneid. Even as Christianity continued to
claim a complete monopoly on the transcendental, the Modern Age turned
polytheistic—or rather, reverted to the days of divine oligarchy, with the various
gods enjoying universal legitimacy (the “Western canon’) but serving as patrons
and patriarchs of particular tribes. Dante, Camdes, and Cervantes defined and
embodied national golden ages, national languages, and national journeys
toward salvation. Ethnic nationalism, like Christianity, had a content, and every
national Genesis had an author. Cervantes may be the inventor of the modern
novel and an object of much reverence and imitation, but only among Spanish-
speakers is he worshiped rapturously and tragically, as a true god; only in
Spanish high culture must every contender for canonical status take part in the
continuing dialogue between Don Quixote and Sancho Panza.*!

In England, the Age of Shakespeare coincided with, and perhaps ushered in,
the Universal Age of Discovery, or the Era of Universal Mercurianism. This was
true of all national golden ages, but the English one proved more equal than
others because England (along with Holland but much more influentially)
became the first Protestant nation, the first nation of strangers, the first nation to
replace God with itself—and with its Bard. By being the English national poet,
Shakespeare became “the inventor of the human.” The Renaissance met the
Reformation, or, as Matthew Arnold put it, “Hellenism reentered the world, and

again stood in the presence of Hebraism, a Hebraism renewed and purged.”*?

In this context, the French Revolution was an attempt to catch up by taking a
shortcut—an attempt to build a nation of strangers by creating a world of
brothers. According to Ernest Gellner, “the Enlightenment was not merely a
secular prolongation and more thorough replay of the Reformation. In the end it
also became an inquest by the unreformed on their own condition, in the light of
the successes of the reformed. The philosophes were the analysts of the under-
development of France.”® France is the only European nation without a
consecrated and uncontested national poet, the only nation for which the rational
Man is a national hero. It is “ethnic” as well, of course, with its “ancestors the
Gauls” and its jealous worship of the national language, but the seriousness of its
civic commitments is unique in Europe. Rabelais, Racine, Moli¢re, and Victor
Hugo have failed to unseat Reason and have had to cohabit with it, however
uncomfortably.

From then on, England and France presented two models of modern
nationhood: build your own tribe of strangers complete with an immortal Bard,
or claim, more or less convincingly, to have transcended tribalism once and for
all. The English road to nationalism was the virtually universal first choice. The



old “Renaissance nations” with established modern pantheons and golden ages
(Dante’s Italy, Cervantes’s Spain, Camodes’s Portugal) had only the Mercurian
(“bourgeois”) half of the task ahead of them; the new Protestant nations
(Holland, Scotland, Denmark, Sweden, possibly Germany) could take their time
searching for an appropriate bard; all the others had to scramble desperately on
both fronts and perhaps entertain the French option when in trouble.
Romanticism was a rebirth of the Renaissance and a time of frenetic Bible
writing (on canvas and music sheets, as well as on paper). Those laboring in the
shadow of an already canonized national divinity (Wordsworth and Shelley, for
example) had to settle for demigod status, but elsewhere the field was wide
open, for better or worse. The new Romantic intelligentsias east of the Rhine
were all raised to be “self-hating” because they had been born in the twilight of
Christian universalism and had promptly found themselves belonging to
inarticulate, undifferentiated, and unchosen tribes (and possibly to illegitimate
states, as well). Petr Chaadaev, the founding father of the Russian intelligentsia,
was speaking for all of them when he said that Russia lived “in the narrowest of
presents, without past or future, amidst dull stagnation. . . . Alone in the world,
we have not given the world anything, have not taken anything from the world,
have contributed nothing to the advance of human thought, and have distorted
whatever traces of that advance we did receive.” His words rang out like “a shot
in the dark night,” according to Herzen, and soon everyone woke up and went to
work. Goethe, Pushkin, Mickiewicz, and Pet6fi, among many others, were
celebrated as national messiahs in their lifetimes and formally deified soon after
their deaths. New modern nations were born: certifiably chosen and thus
immortal, ready to tackle History in general and the Age of Mercurianism, in
particular.*4

Jews who wanted to join the world of equal and inalienable rights had to do it
through one of these traditions. To enter the neutral spaces, one had to convert to
a national faith. And that is precisely what many European Jews did—in much
greater numbers than those who converted to Christianity, because the
acceptance of Goethe as one’s savior did not seem to be an apostasy and because
it was much more important and meaningful than baptism. After the triumph of
cultural nationalism and the establishment of national pantheons, Christianity
was reduced to a formal survival or reinterpreted as a part of the national
journey. One could be a good German or Hungarian without being a good
Christian (and in an ideal liberal Germany or Hungary, religion in the traditional
sense would become a private matter “separate from the state”), but one could
not be a good German or Hungarian without worshiping the national canon. This



was the real new church, the one that could not be separated from the state lest
the state lose all meaning, the one that was all the more powerful for being taken
for granted, the one that Jews could enter while still believing that they were in a
neutral place worshiping Progress and Equality. It was possible to be an
American “of Mosaic faith” because the American national religion was not
based on tribal descent and the cult of the national soul embodied by a national
bard. In turn-of-the-century Central and Eastern Europe, it was impossible
because the national faith was itself Mosaic.

Having entered the new church, Jews proceeded to worship. At first the
preferred medium was German, but with the establishment of other strong,
institutionalized canons, large numbers of Jews became Hungarian, Russian, and
Polish believers. Osip Mandelstam’s description of his bookcase tells the story of
these Jews chronologically, genealogically (his mother’s and father’s lineages),
and, from his vantage point as a Russian poet, hierarchically:

I remember the lower shelf as being always chaotic: the books were not
standing side by side but lay like ruins: the rust-colored Pentateuchs with
their tattered bindings, a Russian history of the Jews, written in the clumsy
and timid language of a Russian-speaking Talmudist. This was the Judaic
chaos abandoned to the dust. . . .

Above these Judaic remnants the books stood in orderly formation;
these were the Germans—Schiller, Goethe, Koerner, and Shakespeare in
German—the old Leipzig and Tiibingen editions, short and stout in their
embossed dark-red bindings, with the fine print meant for youthful sharp-
sightedness and with delicate engravings hinting at classical antiquity: the
women with their hair down and arms outstretched, the lamp depicted as
an oil-burning one, the horsemen with their high foreheads, and the grape
clusters in the vignettes. That was my father the autodidact fighting his
way into the Germanic world through the Talmudic thicket.

Higher still were my mother’s Russian books: Pushkin in the 1876
Isakov edition. I still think it was an absolutely marvelous edition and like
it better than the Academy one. There is nothing superfluous in it; the type
is gracefully arranged; the columns of verse flow freely, like soldiers in
flying battalions, and leading them, like generals, are the sensible, distinct
year headings all the way through 1837. What color is Pushkin? Every
color is accidental—for what color could capture the wizardry of words?*

The secular Jews’ love of Goethe, Schiller, and other Pushkins—as well as



the various northern forests they represented—was sincere and tender. (Germany
was peculiar in having twin gods, as Mandelstam called them. They are still
together in their Weimar mausoleum.) “At night I think of Germany / And then
there is no sleep for me,” wrote Heine, with as much longing as irony, in his
Parisian exile. “Were we not raised on German legends?” asked Moritz
Goldstein more than half a century later, “Does not the Germanic forest live
within us?” His own answer was a resounding “yes”: virtually all the Jewish
households in the German lands—and far, far beyond—had their own Schiller
shelves next to, and increasingly above, the “rust-colored Pentateuchs with their
tattered bindings.” So strong was the passion and so complete the identification
that very soon Jews became conspicuous in the role of priests of various national
cults: as poets, painters, performers, readers, interpreters, and guardians. “We
Jews administer the spiritual possessions” of Germany, wrote Moritz
Goldstein.*0

The prominence of Jews in the administration of Germany’s spiritual
possessions posed a problem. First, because there seemed to be more to
Germany than spiritual possessions. In the words of Gershom Scholem, “for
many Jews the encounter with Friedrich Schiller was more real than their
encounter with actual Germans.” And who were the actual Germans? According
to Franz Rosenzweig, they were “the assessor, the fraternity student, the petty
bureaucrat, the thick-skulled peasant, the pedantic school master.” If one wished
to be German, one had to join them, embrace them, become them—if one knew
how.*” “We meet the Russian people through their culture,” wrote Vladimir
Jabotinsky in 1903, “mostly their writers—or rather, the best, highest, purest
manifestations of the Russian spirit.” However, he continued,

Because we do not know the daily life of Russia—the Russian dreariness
and philistinism—we form our impression of the Russian people by
looking only at their geniuses and leaders, and of course we get a beautiful
fairy tale as a result. I do not know if many of us love Russia, but many,
too many of us, children of the Jewish intelligentsia, are madly, shamefully
in love with Russian culture, and through it with the whole Russian
world.*8

This is a “distorted image,” to borrow Sidney Bolkosky’s expression. Not
only because “stupid Ivan” remained—in the shtetls, at least—the dominant
Jewish representation of their non-Jewish neighbors, but also because the
assessors, petty bureaucrats, and thick-skulled peasants were themselves trying



to learn who their geniuses were and how to love them madly. The meaning of
nationalism and the point of state-run mass education systems is to persuade
large numbers of vaguely related rural Apollonians that they belong to a chosen
tribe that is much bigger than the local community of shared customs and meals,
but much smaller than the more or less universal Christianity of shared humanity
and devotion. The wvarious assessors, petty bureaucrats, and thick-skulled
peasants had to learn—along with Jabotinsky’s Jewish children but with much
greater difficulty—that “the whole Russian world” was a reflection of Russian
culture, and that Russian culture, like any other high culture worthy of the name,
had its auspicious folkloric beginnings, its glorious golden age, its very own
Shakespeare, its many geniuses who sprouted in his wake, and—if they were
lucky—its own mighty state that defended and promoted that culture and its
proud bearers. No one was supposed to love the “dreariness” and the “daily life”
for their own sake, and no one was seriously expected to become a thick-skulled
peasant (except perhaps in the summer, when colleges were not in session).

The non-Jewish “intelligentsia children” had as much trouble trying to
embrace “the people” as the Jewish ones did, because both had become
accustomed, as a result of intensive training, to viewing ‘“actual Germans”
through Friedrich Schiller. The “people,” meanwhile, were scratching their heads
trying to combine authenticity with education. Like all great religions,
nationalism is based on an absurd doctrine, and it so happened that the two high-
culture areas where most European Jews lived failed to come to terms with it. In
Germany, the assessor, the fraternity student, the petty bureaucrat, the pedantic
schoolmaster, and the thick-skulled peasant were able to lash out against the
impossible demands of modernity by identifying them with the Jews and staging
the world’s most brutal and best-organized pogrom; in Russia, the children of the
intelligentsia (many of them Jewish) took power and attempted to implement an
uncompromising version of the “French model” by waging the world’s most
brutal and best-organized assault against the assessor, the fraternity student, the
petty bureaucrat, the pedantic schoolmaster, and the thick-skulled peasant.
Especially the thick-skulled peasant.

In any case, the Jewish problem with national canons was not that the Jews
loved Pushkin too much (it is impossible to live in Russia and love Pushkin too
much) but that they were too good at it. It was the same problem, in other words,
as the one faced by Jewish doctors, lawyers, and journalists—except that the
object in question was the “spiritual possessions of a nation.” In pre—World War
I Odessa, according to Jabotinsky, “assimilated Jews found themselves in the
role of the only public bearers and propagandists of Russian culture,” with no



choice but “to honor Pushkin . . . in total isolation.” Something similar—
allowing for Goldstein’s polemical hyperbole—was happening in Vienna and
Budapest. Much to their own surprise and discomfort (as well as pride), Jews
became extremely visible in the occupations whose function was to disguise the
irreversibility of what was happening to yesterday’s Apollonians. To promote
liberalism, they took up national canons, and by promoting national canons, they
undermined liberalism and their own position—because the point of national
canons was to validate therapeutic claims to tribal continuity. Pushkin,
Mickiewicz, Goethe-Schiller, Pet6fi, and their successors enacted and
symbolized the conversion of legendary Slavic, Germanic, and Magyar pasts
into modern high cultures, to be used by the putative descendants of those pasts.
Jews could not and mostly did not pretend to partake of that tribal connection
and thus were seen as interlopers. To complete the quotation from Moritz
Goldstein, “We Jews administer the spiritual possessions of a people that denies
us the capability of doing so.”*’

The stronger the denial, the greater the perceived Jewishness of the
“administrators,” many of whom never agreed to become German on German
terms in any case. As Eugen Fuchs, the president of the largest German Jewish
organization, said in 1919, “We are German and want to remain German, and
achieve here, in Germany, on German soil, our equal rights, regardless of our
Jewish characteristics. . . . Also, we want inner regeneration, a renaissance of
Judaism, not assimilation. And we want proudly to remain true to our
characteristics and our historical development.”® This statement can serve as a
useful explication of the paradox contained in the title of Fuchs’s organization:
Zentralverein flir deutsche Staatsbiirger jlidischen Glaubens, or Central
Association of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith. In the Age of Nationalism,
one could not be German without sharing the German “historical development”
any more than one could separate “the Jewish faith” from ethnic belonging.

But being unable or unwilling to be German in Germany or Russian in Russia
was only half the problem, because most Jews of Central and Eastern Europe did
not live among Germans or Russians. At the turn of the twentieth century, most
Jews of Central and Eastern Europe were “the bearers and propagandists” of
German culture among Czechs, Latvians, and Romanians; Magyar culture
among Slovaks, Ukrainians, and Romanians; Russian culture among Ukrainians,
Belorussians, Lithuanians, and Poles; and Polish culture among Ukrainians,
Lithuanians, and Belorussians (to simplify a dizzyingly diverse picture). The
Jews allied themselves with powerful states and cohesive national elites because
that was their path to Progress; many of their neighbors strongly objected to



those states and those elites—and therefore to the Jews—because they were on a
different path to Progress. And so while the Jews worshiped Goethe-Schiller and
Pushkin, their old Apollonian clients were learning how to express their love for
Shevchenko and perhaps dreaming of a savior-state that would unite them for
eternity. To the traditional Apollonian dislike of Mercurians was added a new
resentment of the Jewish association, however tenuous, with a foreign nation-
state, as well as the Jewish monopoly of the jobs that more and more
Apollonians now wanted for themselves. Slovaks moving into towns found Jews
occupying many high-status jobs and persisting in speaking German or
Hungarian. The old secret language of Mercurian trade had been replaced by the
new secret language of alien modernity. What pogroms, persuasion, and
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competition could not accomplish, perhaps one’s “own” state would.

The Jewish Age was also the Age of Anti-Semitism. Because of their
Mercurian training, the Jews excelled in the entrepreneurial and professional
occupations that were the source of status and power in the modern state;
because of their Mercurian past, they were tribal strangers who did not belong in
the modern state, let alone in its centers of power. This was a completely new
“Jewish problem”: in the traditional society, Apollonians and Mercurians had
lived in separate worlds defined by their different economic roles; their need and
contempt for each other had been based on the continual reproduction of that
difference. Now that they were moving into the same spaces without becoming
interchangeable, the mutual contempt grew in reverse proportion to mutual need.
Except that it was the Apollonians who wanted the Mercurian jobs and the
Apollonians who “owned” the nation-state. The better the Jews were at
becoming Germans or Hungarians, the more visible they became as an elite and
the more resented they were as tribal aliens (“hidden” and therefore much more
frightening, to be defined as “contagion” and combated by “cleansing”). Even
when the transformation, or disguise, seemed successful, the never-ending influx
of immigrants from the East, with their secret language, distinctive appearance,
and traditional peddling and tailoring occupations, continually exposed the
connection. The Jews were associated with both faces of modernity: capitalism
and nationalism. As capitalists and professionals, they seemed to be (secretly) in
charge of a hostile world; as the “administrators” of national cultures, they
appeared to be impostors.

The “Jewish problem” was not just the problem that various (former)
Christians had with the Jews; it was also the problem that various (former) Jews
had with their Jewishness. Like other modern intelligentsias that did not have a
secular national canon or nation-state to call their own, the “enlightened” Jews



had some apocalyptic things to say about their fathers’ world. In 1829, Petr
Chaadaev, the first prophet of Russian national despair, had written that Russians
lived “like illegitimate children: without inheritance, without any connection to
those who went before, without any memory of lessons learned, each one of us
trying to reconnect the torn family thread.”! By the turn of the twentieth
century, many Jewish writers felt the same way about their own paternity.
According to Otto Weininger, the Jew was lacking in a “free intelligible ego,”
“true knowledge of himself,” “the individual sense of ancestry,” and ultimately
in a “soul.”? And in 1914 Joseph Hayyim Brenner wrote:

We have no inheritance. Each generation gives nothing of its own to its
successor. And whatever was transmitted—the rabbinical literature—were
better never handed down to us. . . . We live now without an environment,
utterly outside any environment. . . . Our function now is to recognize and
admit our meanness since the beginning of history to the present day, and

the faults in our character, and then to rise and start all over again.”>

This is “self-hatred” as the lowest and earliest stage of national pride.
Chaadaev, Weininger, Brenner, and many more like them, Jews and non-Jews,
were prophets reminding their people of their chosenness. “The ox knoweth his
owner, and the ass his master’s crib: but Israel doth not know, my people doth
not consider” (Isa. 1:3). All three were martyrs: Chaadaev was declared insane;
Weininger committed suicide; and Brenner was killed in Palestine. All three
suffered in the name of national salvation—including Weininger, who appeared
uncompromising in his negation: “Christ was a Jew, precisely that He might
overcome the Judaism within Him, for he who triumphs over the deepest doubt
reaches the highest faith; he who has raised himself above the most desolate
negation is most sure in his position of affirmation.”>*

But what would be the salvation of secular Jews? One year after Chaadaev
published his “First Philosophical Letter,” Pushkin was killed in a duel and
Russia acquired its national poet and cultural legitimacy along with an
inheritance and a future. To most Jewish intellectuals, meanwhile, the nationalist
solution (proposed by the Zionist Brenner) seemed neither likely nor desirable.
Were they not already Mercurian? Would they not have to go backward (away
from Progress)? Did they really want to transform themselves into thick-skulled
peasants now that the actual peasants had, for all practical purposes, admitted the
error of their ways? Some did (by posing the questions differently), but the
majority continued to battle, tragically, with various ethnic editions of European



Enlightenment. The Jewish embrace of Pushkin was not being returned, and the
more they loved him, the less fond he seemed to be of them (to paraphrase a line
from Eugene Onegin).

With all their success—because of all their success—the highly cultivated
children of upwardly mobile Jewish businessmen felt lonely indeed. The great
modern transformation did not just combine tribalism with “ascetic rationalism.”
As far as the European Jews, at least, were concerned, it was primarily—and
tragically—about tribalism. By acting in a Weberian (ascetic rational) fashion,
many of them found themselves in an impossible, and possibly unique, situation.
Deprived of the comforts of their tribe and not allowed into the new ones created
by their Apollonian neighbors, they became the only true moderns.

Thus the Jews stood for the discontents of the Modern Age as much as they did
for its accomplishments. Jewishness and existential loneliness became
synonyms, or at least close intellectual associates. “Modernism” as the autopsy
and indictment of modern life was not Jewish any more than it was
“degenerate,” but there is little doubt that Jewishness became one of its most
important themes, symbols, and inspirations.

Modernism was a rebirth of Romanticism and the next great Promethean,
prophetic revolution. (Realism did not propose a brand-new universe and thus
never left the shadow of Romanticism.) Once again, would-be immortals set out
to overcome history and reinvent the human by improving on Homer and the
Bible. This time, it was an internal odyssey in search of the lost self: the
confession, and perhaps salvation, of the Eternal Jew as the Underground Man.
Modernism was a rebellion against the two bodies of modernity, and no one
expressed or experienced it more fully than the chosen Jewish son who had
rejected the capitalism and tribalism of his father and found himself all alone. It
was a culture of solitude and self-absorption, a personification of Mercurian
exile and reflexivity, a manifesto of the newly invented rebellious adolescence as
a parable for the human condition.

Of the three most canonical voices of this revolution, one belonged to Franz
Kafka, who classified—and damned—his businessman father as belonging to
that “transitional generation of Jews which had migrated from the still
comparatively devout countryside to the cities” and failed to retain, much less
pass on, any meaningful Judaism beyond “a few flimsy gestures.” According to
his filial denunciation (a genre that another modern Jewish prophet would make



compulsory), “this sense of nothingness that often dominates me (a feeling that
is in another respect, admittedly, also a noble and fruitful one) comes largely
from your influence.” Brutally but “guiltlessly,” his father had created a perfect
witness to the continual Fall of Man (as the junior Kafka described it). “What
have I in common with Jews?” he wrote in his diary on January 8, 1914, at the
age of thirty. “I have hardly anything in common with myself and should stand
very quietly in the corner, content that I can breathe.” But of course he did no
such thing, because it was precisely his “sense of nothingness”—which is to say,
his Jewishness—that enabled him to “raise the world into the pure, the true, and
the immutable.”>>

Another great poet of sublime loneliness and narcissism was Marcel Proust,
the grandson of a successful Jewish foreign-exchange speculator and the
baptized son of a woman who bore her liberal education and lost religion with an
irony that Marcel seems to have found seductive. Seductive but not irresistible:
elusive and protean as Proust’s characters appear to be, there existed, in his
memory-induced world, two marginal “races” that circumscribed human fluidity
even as they embodied it. Endowed with irreducible qualities that, once
perceived, make persons and lives “intelligible” and “self-evident,” Jews and
“inverts” are more proficient at wearing masks because they have more
recognizable faces:

Shunning one another, seeking out those who are most directly their
opposite, who do not want their company, forgiving their rebuffs,
enraptured by their condescensions; but also brought into the company of
their own kind by the ostracism to which they are subjected, the
opprobrium into which they have fallen, having finally been
invested . . . with the physical and moral characteristics of a race,
sometimes beautiful, often hideous, finding (in spite of all the mockery
with which one who, more closely integrated with, better assimilated to the
opposing race, is in appearance relatively less inverted, heaps upon one
who has remained more so) a relief in frequenting the society of their kind,
and even some support in their existence, so much so that, while
steadfastly denying that they are a race (the name of which is the vilest of
insults), they readily unmask those who succeed in concealing the fact that

they belong to it.”¢

Accordingly, when Swann approached death, his “sense of moral solidarity
with the rest of the Jews, a solidarity which Swann seemed to have forgotten



throughout his life,” became wholly intelligible and self-evident. “Swann’s
punchinello nose, absorbed for long years into an agreeable face, seemed now
enormous, tumid, crimson, the nose of an old Hebrew rather than of a dilettante
Valois.” Swann’s nose was both his curse and his strength. As Hannah Arendt
summed up her discussion of Proust’s pursuit of things lost and recovered,
“Jewishness was for the individual Jew at once a physical stain and a mysterious
personal privilege, both inherent in a ‘racial predestination.” >’

But it is the defiantly European disciple of Irish Jesuits who is most
frequently credited with the creation of modernism’s most sacred text. An
odyssey of “silence, exile, and cunning,” Ulysses does battle with the Bible,
Hamlet, and every other certifiably divine comedy from Don Quixote to Faust as
it follows the wanderings of the “half-and-half” Jew Leopold Bloom, whose son
is dead, whose wife is unfaithful, and whose peripatetic father (a peddler,
innkeeper, and alleged “perpetrator of frauds” from Szombathely
[“Sabbathville”], Hungary) has changed his name, converted to Protestantism,
and—in case more proof were needed—committed suicide. Bloom is a modern
Everyman because he is the modern Ulysses, and the modern Ulysses has got to
be a Jew: “Jewgreek is greekjew.” Or rather, the modern Ulysses is a modern
Jew, who is remorseful but unapologetic about preferring Reason to Jerusalem
and “treating with disrespect” such “beliefs and practices . . . as the prohibition
of the use of fleshmeat and milk at one meal: the hebdomadary symposium of
incoordinately abstract, perfervidly concrete mercantile coexreligionist
excompatriots: the circumcision of male infants: the supernatural character of
Judaic scripture: the ineffability of the tetragrammaton: the sanctity of the
sabbath” (U17:1894-1901).°8

Thrice converted, Bloom remains a Mercurian among Apollonians (Odysseus
among monsters and lesser gods). He “hates dirty eaters,” disapproves of
drunkenness, “slips off when the fun gets too hot,” decries the death penalty,
“resents violence and intolerance in any shape or form,” abominates the
“patriotism of barspongers,” and believes that “if a fellow had a rower’s heart
violent exercise was bad.” He is “a new womanly man”: a man of insatiable
loquacity and curiosity who journeys ceaselessly in search of lost time, scientific
knowledge, personal enrichment, and a social improvement “provocative of
friendlier intercourse between man and man.” He is both Homer’s cunning
Odysseus and Dante’s tragic Ulysses, both Don Quixote and Faust. He is “a
perverted Jew,” as one of his friends and tormentors puts it (U8:696, 979;
U16:1099-1100; U15:1692; U12:891-93; U15:1798; U16:1136-37; U12:1635).

But Bloom is not the only Mercurian in the Inferno of modern Dublin.



Having buried his son and betrayed his father, he gains immortality by playing
Virgil to an Apollonian bard who would redeem and transcend his birthplace by
composing the Irish “national epic.” A modern prophet as a young artist, Stephen
Dedalus knows that the Word comes before the chosen people: “You
suspect . . . that I may be important because I belong to the faubourg Saint-
Patrice called Ireland for short. . . . But I suspect . . . that Ireland must be
important because it belongs to me” (U16:1160—65). Both Stephen and Ireland
(as well as Bloom) will attain immortality when he has written his Ulysses.

Before he can accomplish his mission, however, he must renounce his mother,
defy his God, leave his home, and accept Bloom as his father and savior. They
need each other, and Ireland needs both of them: “Stephen dissented openly from
Bloom’s views on the importance of dietary and civic selthelp while Bloom
dissented tacitly from Stephen’s views on the eternal affirmation of the spirit of
man in literature” (U17:28-30). Both were wrong and both knew it. At the end
of their Odyssey, Bloom will have become reconciled to his Catholic Penelope,
and Stephen will have become anointed as Odysseus (“a perverted Jew”).

What, reduced to their simplest reciprocal form, were Bloom’s thoughts
about Stephen’s thoughts about Bloom and about Stephen’s thoughts about
Bloom’s thoughts about Stephen?

He thought that he thought that he was a jew whereas he knew that he
knew that he knew that he was not. (U17:527-32)

Or maybe he knew that he knew that they were. Stephen was adopted (and
symbolically conceived) by Bloom, and Bloom had Swann’s nose as his
“endemic characteristic’—and knew that Stephen knew that he knew it. His
“nasal and frontal formation was derived in a direct line of lineage which,
though interrupted, would continue at distant intervals to more distant intervals
to its most distant intervals” (U17:872—74).

But will Stephen the son of Bloom be able to produce the Irish national epic?
Ulysses—his creature as well as creator and thus a kind of Bloom in its own
right—seems perfectly equivocal on this question. Joyce’s modernist Bible is
recognized as such, of course (witness the manner of notation and textual
exegesis), but who are its chosen people besides the two Supermen “sensitive to
artistic impressions” and skeptical of “many orthodox religious, national, social,
and ethical doctrines”? (U17:20-25). It was obviously foolish of Bloom to
attempt an earnest conversation with the “truculent troglodytes” of popular
nationalism in Barney Kiernan’s public house, and neither Stephen Dedalus nor



James Joyce was going to repeat Bloom’s mistake. Ulysses is written by an
Odysseus, not by a Homer.

And then there is the question of the lingua Adamica. Ulysses (much of it
untranslatable) is as much about the English language as it is about Ulysses. The
chapter devoted to Stephen’s conception and subsequent gestation is also a
history of English literature, while Bloom the father is also Shakespeare, or
perhaps the ghost of Hamlet’s father. The Bible of universal homelessness is an
ardent, ambivalent, and mostly unheeded tribute to a bounded speech
community. “Our young Irish bards, John Eglinton censured, have yet to create a
figure which the world will set beside Saxon Shakespeare’s Hamlet, though I
admire him, as old Ben did, on this side of idolatry” (U9:43). Perhaps they have
created them by now, and have become such figures themselves, but there is
little doubt that they have no choice but to inhabit the world fathered and
measured by Shakespeare. Hamlet may have had to make some room, but the
idolaters of Pushkin and Cervantes only shrugged.

Nationalism—the great reward of the Apollonian odyssey and the nemesis of
Jewish emancipation—was not the only modern religion. There were two more,
both largely Jewish in their origins: Marxism and Freudianism. Both competed
with nationalism on its own turf by offering to overcome the loneliness of the
new Mercurian world (and by extension human unhappiness); both countered
nationalism’s quaint tribalism with a modern (scientific) path to wholeness; both
equaled nationalism in being capable of legitimizing modern states (socialism in
one case and welfare capitalism in the other); and both seemed to eclipse
nationalism by being able to determine the precise source of evil in the world
and guarantee a redemption that was both specific and universal.

In Marxism, the original sin is in the historical division of labor, which leads
to the alienation of labor, the enslavement of human beings by their own
creations, and the fall of man into false consciousness, injustice, and
degradation. The fall itself ensures salvation, however, for History, in its
inexorable unfolding, creates a social class that, by virtue of its utter
dehumanization and existential loneliness, is destined to redeem humanity by
arriving at full self-realization. Proletarian free will and historical predestination
(liberty and necessity) will merge in the act of an apocalyptic revolt against
History in order to produce communism, a state in which there is no alienation
of labor and thus no “contradictions,” no injustice, and no Time. This is
collective salvation, in that the reconciliation with the world is achieved by the



whole of humanity on Judgment Day, but it is also strikingly modern because it
results from technological progress and has been prophesied scientifically. The
omnivorous monster of modernity releases its victims by devouring itself.

Freudianism locates the original sin within the individual by postulating a
demonic, elusive, self-generating, and inextinguishable ‘“unconscious.”
Salvation, or making the world whole again, amounts to individual self-
knowledge, or the overcoming of the alienation between ego and libido and the
achievement of inner peace (“mental unity””). This cannot be accomplished by
“maladjusted” people themselves, because they are, by definition, possessed by
the demon of the unconscious. Only professionally trained experts in touch with
their own selves can tame (not exorcise!) the unruly unconscious, and only
willing patients ready to open their hearts to their analysts can be healed. The
séance itself combines features of both Christian confession and medical
intervention but differs from them radically (possibly in the direction of greater
efficacy) in that the sinner/patient is assumed to possess neither free will nor
reason. “The modern malaise” is just that—a sickness that can be treated.
Indeed, both the sickness and the treatment are perfect icons of the modern
condition: the afflicted party is a lone individual, and the healer is a licensed
professional hired by the sufferer (in what is the only certifiably rational act on
his part). The result is individual, market-regulated, this-worldly redemption.>”

Both Marxism and Freudianism were organized religions, with their own
churches and sacred texts, and both Marx and Freud were true messiahs insofar
as they stood outside time and could not be justified in terms of their own
teachings. Marx knew History before History could know itself, and Freud—
Buddha-like—was the only human to have achieved spontaneous self-
knowledge (through a heroic act of self-healing that made all future healing
possible). Both Marxism and Freudianism addressed the modern predicament by
dealing with eternity; both combined the language of science with a promise of
deliverance; and both spawned coherent all-purpose ideologies that claimed
access to the hidden springs of human behavior. One foresaw and welcomed the
violent suicide of universal Mercurianism; the other taught how to adjust to it
(because there was nothing else one could do). Neither one survived in Central
Europe, where they were born: one went east to become the official religion of a
cosmopolitan state that replaced the most obstinate ancien régime in Europe; the
other moved to the United States to reinforce democratic citizenship with a
much-needed new prop. Liberalism had always made use of nationalism to give
some life, color, and communal legitimacy to its Enlightenment premise; in
America, where nationwide tribal metaphors could not rely on theories of



biological descent, Freudianism came in very handy indeed. Besides trying to
reconcile individual egoisms with a common interest by means of formal checks
and balances, the state undertook, increasingly, to cure individual souls. This was
not a new development (as Foucault tried to show, in too many words), but it
gained a great deal of support from the psychoanalytic revolution. The Explicitly
Therapeutic State—one that dispensed spiritual welfare along with material
entitlements—was born at about the same time as its two ugly cousins: Hitler’s
Volksgemeinschaft and Stalin’s “fundamentally” socialist state free from “class
antagonism.”

One of the main reasons why Marxism and Freudianism could compete with
nationalism was that they, too, endorsed universal Mercurianism even as they
condemned it. Freud stood Nietzsche on his head by suggesting the possibility of
a well-functioning society of well-adjusted supermen: individuals who, with
some help from Freud and friends, could defeat their own strangeness by taking
charge of it. It was not a society of slaves or even of Weber’s “specialists without
spirit”: it was a world of “freedom as perceived necessity.” As for Marx, not
only was communism the only natural offspring, conceived in sin and born in
suffering, of capitalism’s Prometheus Unbound; it was the ultimate bourgeois
wish fulfillment—Nietzsche’s and Weber’s worst nightmare, the spirit of
capitalism without capitalism. It was industriousness as a way of life, eternal
work for its own sake. What Marx stood on its head was the traditional
Apollonian concept of punishment and reward. Paradise became a place of

ceaseless, spontaneous, unforced labor.%

Like nationalism (and, indeed, Christianity, which combined the Old and New
Testaments), Marxism and Freudianism were greatly strengthened by the
creative power of a moral and aesthetic dualism. Marxist regimes could speak
the language of prelapsarian nostalgia, romantic rebellion, and eternal life, while
also insisting on rigid materialism and economic determinism. In the same way,
the Western postindustrial states could draw on Freudian concepts to prescribe—
in varying proportions—both civilization and its discontents. On the one hand,
instincts were all-powerful and unrelenting (a bad thing because we are their
prisoners, or a good thing because to know them is to master them and perhaps
to enjoy the consequences). On the other hand, the possibility of treatment
suggested the hope for a cure (a good thing because a rational individual could
talk his way out of unhappiness, or a bad thing because licensed bureaucrats
might mold our souls to fit a soulless civilization). Freudianism never became
the official religion of any state, but Freud’s revelation of the true causes of
human wretchedness did much to help the actually existing “welfare state”



defeat its transcendentally inclined socialist nemesis.

Both Freud and Marx came from middle-class Jewish families. Freud’s was a
bit more Jewish (his parents were Ostjude immigrants from Galicia to Moravia),
Marx’s a bit more middle-class (his father, Herschel Levi, had become Heinrich
Marx, a lawyer, a convinced Aufkldrer, and a nominal Christian before Karl was
born). Accordingly, each is probably best understood in the light of the other
man’s doctrine: Freud became the great savior of the middle class, Marx assailed
the world in order to slay his Jewish father (and insisted that capitalism would be
buried by its own progeny). “What is the secular basis of Judaism?” he wrote
when he was twenty-five years old. “Practical need, self-interest. What is the
secular cult of the Jew? Haggling. What is his secular God? Money. Well then!
Emancipation from haggling and from money, i.e. from practical, real Judaism,
would be the same as the self-emancipation of our age.” To be more specific,

The Jew has emancipated himself in a Jewish way not only by acquiring
financial power but also because through him and apart from him money
has become a world power and the practical Jewish spirit has become the
practical spirit of the Christian peoples. The Jews have emancipated
themselves in so far as the Christians have become Jews.

Hence,

As soon as society succeeds in abolishing the empirical essence of
Judaism—the market and the conditions which give rise to it—the Jew
will have become impossible, for his consciousness will no longer have an
object, the subjective basis of Judaism—ypractical need—will have become
humanized and the conflict between man’s individual sensuous existence

and his species-existence will have been superseded.®!

Any exploration of the national origins of the two doctrines is necessarily
speculative—as are the many theories that try to explain their particular qualities
and fortunes by relating them to the Judaic tradition. But it is undeniable that
both appealed greatly to more or less middle-class Jewish audiences:
Freudianism to the more middle-class, Marxism to the more Jewish (i.e.,
Yiddish). The two promises of nonnationalist salvation from modern loneliness
were heeded by those lonely moderns who could not or would not be helped by
nationalism.

No wonder, then, that the wandering Jewish apostate Leopold Bloom, who



usually combated nationalism with pedestrian liberalism (“I want to see
everyone, . . . all creeds and classes pro rata having a comfortable tidysized
income” [U 16:1133-34]), could also envision a “new Bloomusalem in the Nova
Hibernia of the Future™:

I stand for the reform of municipal morals and the plain ten
commandments. New worlds for old. Union for all, Jew, Moslem and
gentile. Three acres and a cow for all children of nature. Saloon motor
hearses. Compulsory manual labor for all. All parks open to the public day
and night. Electric dishscrubbers. Tuberculosis, lunacy, war and
mendicancy must now cease. General amnesty, weekly carnival with
masked licence, bonuses for all, Esperanto the universal language with
universal brotherhood. No more patriotism of barspongers and dropsical
impostors. Free money, free rent, free love and a free lay church in a free
lay state. (U15:1685-93)

On cooler reflection—and in the overall design of Ulysses—Bloom forswore
revolution and sought deliverance through reconciliation with his Penelope and
his self, for

There remained the generic conditions imposed by natural as distinct from
human law as integral parts of the human whole: the necessity of
destruction to procure alimentary sustenance: the painful character of the
ultimate functions of separate existence, the agonies of birth and death; the
monotonous menstruation of simian and (particularly) human females
extending from the age of puberty to the menopause. (U17:995-1000)

Freud’s science was largely “a Jewish national affair,” as he put it, with the
non-Jewish Jung perceived as a stranger and cultivated as a Paradegoy.®?
Marxism was much more cosmopolitan, but Jewish participation in socialist and
communist movements (especially in elite positions) was impressive indeed.
Some of the most important theorists of German Social Democracy were Jews
(Ferdinand Lassalle, Eduard Bernstein, Hugo Haase, Otto Landsberg), as were
virtually all “Austro-Marxists” with the exception of Karl Renner (Rudolf
Hilferding, Otto Bauer, Max Adler, Gustav Eckstein, Friedrich Adler). Socialists
of Jewish descent—among them the creator of the Weimar constitution, Hugo
Preuss, and the prime ministers of Bavaria (Kurt Eisner, 1918-19), Prussia (Paul
Hirsch, 1918-20), and Saxony (Georg Gradnauer, 1919-21)—were well
represented in various governments established in Germany in the wake of the



imperial defeat in World War 1. The same was true of the Communist uprisings
of 1919: Spartacist leaders in Berlin included Rosa Luxemburg, Leo Jogisches,
and Paul Levi; the Bavarian “Soviet republic” was headed (after April 13) by
Eugen Leviné and at least seven other Jewish commissars (including the
exuberant Ernst Toller and Gustav Landauer); and Béla Kun’s revolutionary
regime in Hungary consisted almost entirely of young Jews (20 out of 26
commissars, or, if one believes R. W. Seton-Watson, who was in Budapest at the
time, “the whole government, save 2, and 28 out of the 36 ministerial
commissioners”).%

Between the wars, Jews remained prominent in the Weimar Republic’s Social
Democratic Party, especially as journalists, theorists, teachers, propagandists,
and parliamentarians. Indeed, most professional socialist intellectuals in
Germany and Austria were of Jewish descent (mostly children of upwardly
mobile professionals and entrepreneurs). The circle around Die Weltbiihne, a
radical journal that inveighed tirelessly against Weimar philistinism, nationalism,
militarism, and overall thickheadedness was about 70 percent Jewish. As Istvan
Dedk put it,

Apart from orthodox Communist literature where there were a majority of
non-Jews, Jews were responsible for a great part of leftist literature in
Germany. Die Weltbiihne was in this respect not unique; Jews published,
edited, and to a great part wrote the other left-wing intellectual magazines.
Jews played a decisive role in the pacifist and feminist movements, and in
the campaigns for sexual enlightenment. The left-wing intellectuals did not
simply ‘happen to be mostly Jews’ as some pious historiography would
have us believe, but Jews created the left-wing intellectual movement in

Germany.®*

Probably the most influential (in the long run) left-wing intellectuals in
Weimar Germany belonged to the so-called Frankfurt School, all of whose
principal members (Theodor W. Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Erich Fromm, Max
Horkheimer, Leo Lowenthal, and Herbert Marcuse, among others) came from
middle-class Jewish homes. Determined to retain the promise of salvation but
disheartened by the unwillingness of the German proletariat to bury capitalism
(or rather, its apparent willingness to read Marx backward and attack Jews
directly), they attempted to combine Marxism and Freudianism by means of
psychoanalyzing deviant classes and collectivizing psychoanalytic practice.
“Critical theory” was akin to religion insofar as it postulated a fateful chasm



between the contingency of human existence and a state of complete self-
knowledge and universal perfection; identified the ultimate source of evil in the
world (“reification,” or the enslavement of man by quasi-natural forces); foretold
a final overcoming of history by way of merging necessity and freedom; and
originated as a fully transcendental prophecy (because critical theorists were not
subject to reification, for reasons that could not be supported by the critical
theory itself). It was a feeble prophecy, however—elitist, skeptical, and totally
lacking in the grandeur, certainty, and intensity of its heroic parents: a prophecy
without an audience, Freudianism without the cure, Marxism without ecither
scientism or imminent redemption. The critical theorists did not promise to
change the world instead of explaining it; they suggested that the world might be
changed by virtue of being explained (provided the blindfold of reified
consciousness could be magically removed). They were not true prophets, in
other words—resembling as they did therapists who had found their patients’
condition to be serious, expressed full confidence in their eventual recovery (as a
group), but were unable to either prescribe a course of treatment or present
credible credentials. This stance proved productive on college campuses in the
postwar United States, but it could hardly sustain the embattled opponents of
nationalism in interwar Europe.

Members of the Frankfurt School did not wish to discuss their Jewish roots
and did not consider their strikingly similar backgrounds relevant to the history
of their doctrines (a perfectly understandable position because would-be
prophets cannot be expected to be seriously self-reflective, and critical theorists,
in particular, cannot be expected to relativize their unique claim to a nonreified
consciousness). If their analysis of anti-Semitism is any indication, the proper
procedure is either Marxist or Freudian, with the Marxist strain (“bourgeois anti-
Semitism has a specific economic reason: the concealment of domination in
production”) fading inexorably into the background. According to Horkheimer
and Adorno, anti-Semitism is primarily a “symptom,” “delusion,” and “false
projection” that is “relatively independent of its object” and ultimately
“irreconcilable with reality” (however defined). It is “a device for effortless
‘orientation’ in a cold, alienated, and largely ununderstandable world” used by
the bourgeois self to project its own unhappiness—“from the very basis of which
it is cut off by reason of its lack of reflective thought.” One of the reasons for
this unhappiness is envy, more specifically the envy of the Jewish nose—that
“physiognomic principium individuationis, symbol of the specific character of
the individual, described between the lines of his countenance. The multifarious
nuances of the sense of smell embody the archetypal longing for the lower forms



of existence, for direct unification with circumambient nature, with the earth and
mud. Of all the senses, that of smell—which is attracted without objectifying—
bears closest witness to the urge to lose oneself in and become ‘the other.” ”

Marcel Proust could not have said it better.®>

If one were to use a similar procedure in an attempt to examine Adorno’s and
Horkheimer’s struggle with their own Jewishness, the most appropriate symptom
would probably be their analysis of Homer’s Odyssey, which they, revealingly
(and apparently without the benefit of reading Ulysses), considered to be the
foundational story of the modern self, “the schema of modern mathematics,” the
Genesis of the all-enslaving Enlightenment. Odysseus, they claim, is ‘“the
prototype of the bourgeois individual” who forever betrays himself by tricking
others. Physically weaker than the world he confronts, he “calculates his own
sacrifice” and comes to embody deception “elevated to self-consciousness.” The
hero of “sobriety and common sense” as the highest and final stage of
mythological cunning, he restrains himself “merely to confirm that the title of
hero is only gained at the price of the abasement and mortification of the instinct
for complete, universal, and undivided happiness.” “Mutilated” by his own
artifice, he pursues his “atomistic interest” in “absolute solitude” and “radical
alienation,” with nothing but the myth of exile and family warmth to keep him
afloat. In other words, he has a pronounced “Semitic element”—especially
because “the behavior of Odysseus the wanderer is reminiscent of that of the
casual barterer” who relies on ratio in order to vanquish “the hitherto dominant

traditional form of economy.”%¢

The wily solitary is already homo oeconomicus, for whom all reasonable
things are alike; hence the Odyssey is already a Robinsonade. Both
Odysseus and Crusoe, the two shipwrecked mariners, make their weakness
(that of the individual who parts from the collectivity) their social
strength. . . . Their impotence in regard to nature already acts as an
ideology to advance their social hegemony. Odysseus’ defenselessness
against the breakers is of the same stamp as the traveler’s justification of

his enrichment at the expense of the aboriginal savage.®’

Odysseus the clever barterer is thus the prototype of “the irrationalism of
totalitarian capitalism, whose way of satisfying needs has an objectified form
determined by domination which makes the satisfaction of needs impossible and
tends toward the extermination of mankind.” Marx and Freud meet Sombart
(again). The theorists of “bourgeois self-hatred” and capitalist domination appear



to be the grave diggers of their fathers’ weakness and cunning.®®

But that is not all. Enter the Nazis as man-eating Cyclopes, and Odysseus,
“who calls himself Nobody for his own sake and manipulates approximation to
the state of nature as a means of mastering nature, falls victim to Aubris.” Unable
to stop talking, he invites death by tauntingly revealing his true identity to the
blind monster and his wrathful divine protector.

That is the dialectic of eloquence. From antiquity to fascism, Homer has
been accused of prating both through his heroes’ mouths and in the
narrative interpolations. Prophetically, however, lonian Homer showed his
superiority to the Spartans of past and present by picturing the fate which
the cunning man—the middleman—calls down upon himself by his words.
Speech, though it deludes physical force, is incapable of restraint. . . . Too
much talking allows force and injustice to prevail as the actual principle,
and therefore prompts those who are to be feared always to commit the
very action that is feared. The mythic compulsiveness of the word in
prehistory is perpetuated in the disaster which the enlightened world draws
down upon itself. Udeis [Nobody], who compulsively acknowledges
himself to be Odysseus, already bears the characteristics of the Jew who,
fearing death, still presumes on the superiority which originates in the fear
of death; revenge on the middleman occurs not only at the end of
bourgeois society, but—as the negative utopia to which every form of
coercive power always tends—at its beginning.5’

It may not be entirely clear how the loquacious progenitors of “totalitarian
capitalism” bring about their own destruction; how deserved—considering their
tendency “toward the extermination of mankind”—that destruction may be; or
where the modern Cyclopes not blinded by Odyssean reason can possibly come
from. But perhaps this was never meant to be history, anthropology, or even
moral philosophy. Perhaps this was self-critical theory. Perhaps this was their
way of saying, with Brenner, that their function was “to recognize and admit,”
through speech incapable of restraint, the “meanness” of their ancestors “since
the beginning of history to the present day, and the faults in [their] character, and
then to rise and start all over again.” They did claim to hope, after all, that “the
Jewish question would prove in fact to be the turning point of history. By
overcoming that sickness of the mind which thrives on the ground of self-
assertion untainted by reflective thought, mankind would develop from a set of

opposing races to the species which, even as nature, is more than mere nature.”’°



Leopold Bloom agreed: “All those wretched quarrels, in his humble opinion,
stirring up bad blood, from some bump of combativeness or gland of some kind,
erroneously supposed to be about a punctilio of honour and a flag, were very
largely a question of the money question which was at the back of everything
greed and jealousy, people never knowing when to stop” (U16:1111-15).

Whether such statements are examples of self-assertion or reflective thought, the
statistical connection between “the Jewish question” and the hope for a new
species of mankind seems fairly strong. In Hungary, first- or second-generation
Magyars of Jewish descent were overrepresented not only among socialist
intellectuals but also among communist militants. In Poland, “ethnic” Jews
composed the majority of the original Communist leadership (7 out of about 10).
In the 1930s, they made up from 22 to 26 percent of the overall Party
membership, 51 percent of the Communist youth organization (1930),
approximately 65 percent of all Warsaw Communists (1937), 75 percent of the
Party’s propaganda apparatus, 90 percent of MOPR (the International Relief
Organization for Revolutionaries), and most of the members of the Central
Committee. In the United States in the same period, Jews (most of them
immigrants from Eastern Europe) accounted for about 40 to 50 percent of
Communist Party membership and at least a comparable proportion of the
Party’s leaders, journalists, theorists, and organizers.”!

Jewish participation in radical movements of the early twentieth century is
similar to their participation in business and the professions: most radicals were
not Jews and most Jews were not radicals, but the proportion of radicals among
Jews was, on average, much higher than among their non-Jewish neighbors. One
explanation is that there is no need for a special explanation: in the age of
universal Mercurianism, Mercurians have a built-in advantage over Apollonians;
intellectualism (“cleverness” and “reflective thought”) is as central to traditional
Mercurianism as craftsmanship and moneylending; and in nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Central and Eastern Europe, most intellectuals were radicals
(intelligentsia members) because neither the economy nor the state allowed for
their incorporation as professionals. According to Stephen J. Whit-field, “if Jews
have been disproportionately radicals, it may be because they have been
disproportionately intellectuals”—the reason being either traditional strangeness
or a newfound marginality. Whitfield himself preferred the “Veblen thesis” as
formulated by Nikos Kazantzakis (the author of new versions of the Bible and
the Odyssey, among other things): the “Age of Revolution” is a “Jewish Age”



because “the Jews have this supreme quality: to be restless, not to fit into
realities of the time; to struggle to escape; to consider every status quo and every
idea a stifling prison.” Or rather, Marx and Trotsky are to politics what
Schoenberg and Einstein are to the arts and sciences (“disturbers of the peace,”
in Veblen’s terminology). As Freud put it, “to profess belief in a new theory
called for a certain degree of readiness to accept a position of solitary opposition
—a position with which no one is more familiar than a Jew.””?

The “marginality” argument was not the only one that fit revolution as nicely
as it did entrepreneurship and science. Most explanations of the Jewish affinity
for socialism mirrored the explanations of the Jewish proclivity for capitalism.
The Nietzsche-Sombart line (with an extra emphasis on “ressentiment”) was
ably represented by Sombart himself, whereas the various theories involving
Judaic tribalism and messianism were adapted with particular eloquence by
Nikolai Berdiaev. Socialism, according to Berdiaev, is a form of “Jewish
religious chiliasm, which faces the future with a passionate demand for, and
anticipation of, the realization of the millennial Kingdom of God on earth and
the coming of Judgment Day, when evil is finally vanquished by good, and
injustice and suffering in human life cease once and for all.” No other nation,
according to Berdiaev, could ever create, let alone take seriously as a worldly
guide, a vision like Isaiah’s:

The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down
with the kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a
little child shall lead them. And the cow and the bear shall feed; their
young ones shall lie down together: and the lion shall eat straw like an ox.
And the suckling child shall play on the hole of the asp, and the weaned
child shall put his hand on the cockatrice’s den. (Isa. 11:6-8)

Add to this the fact that Jewish liberty and immortality are collective, not
individual, and that this collective redemption is to occur in this world, as a
result of both daily struggle and predestination, and you have Marxism.

Karl Marx, who was a typical Jew, solved, at history’s eleventh hour, the
old biblical theme: in the sweat of thy brow shalt thou eat bread. . . . The
teaching of Marx appears to break with the Jewish religious tradition and
rebel against all things sacred. In fact, what it does is transfer the
messianic idea associated with the Jews as God’s chosen people to a class,
the proletariat.”



Or maybe it was the other way around, as Sonja Margolina has argued
recently (echoing Isaac Deutscher’s genealogy of the “non-Jewish Jews”).
Maybe Marx appeared to preserve Judaism in a new guise while in fact breaking
with the Jewish religious tradition—in the same way as the most famous, and
perhaps the most Jewish, Jew of all.

His name is Jesus Christ. Estranged from orthodox Jews and dangerous to
the rulers, he dispossessed the Jewish God and handed him over to all the
people, irrespective of race and blood. In the modern age, this
internationalization of God was reenacted in secular form by Jewish
apostates. In this sense, Marx was the modern Christ, and Trotsky, his
most faithful apostle. Both—Christ and Marx—tried to expel

moneylenders from the temple, and both failed.”

Whatever their thoughts on Christianity as a Jewish revolution, some Jewish
revolutionaries agreed that they were revolutionaries because they were Jewish
(in Berdiaev’s sense). Gustav Landauer, the anarchist, philosopher, and martyred
commissar of culture of the Bavarian Soviet Republic, believed that the Jewish
god was a rebel and a rouser (Aufriihrer and Aufriittler); that the Jewish religion
was an expression of the “people’s holy dissatisfaction with itself”’; and that it
was “one and the same to await the Messiah while in exile and dispersed, and to
be the Messiah of the nations.” Franz Rosenzweig, who considered “a
relinquishing of the free and unrestricted market” a precondition to the coming
of the Kingdom of God, rejoiced that “liberty, equality, and fraternity, the canons
of the faith, have now become the slogans of the age.” And Lev Shternberg, a
onetime revolutionary terrorist, a longtime Siberian exile, and the dean of Soviet
anthropologists until his death in 1927, came to see modern socialism as a
specifically Jewish achievement. “It is as though thousands of the prophets of
Israel have risen from their forgotten graves to proclaim, once again, their fiery
damnation of those ‘that join house to house, field to field’; their urgent call for
social justice; and their ideals of a unified humanity, eternal peace, fraternity of
peoples, and Kingdom of God on earth!” Let anti-Semites use this in their
arguments: “anti-Semites will always find arguments” because all they need are
excuses. The important thing is to nurture and celebrate “what is best in us: our
ideals of social justice and our social activism. We cannot be untrue to ourselves
so as to please the anti-Semites—we could not do it even if we wanted to. And
let us remember that the future is on our side, not on the side of the dying hydra

of the old barbarism.””?



Chamberlain and Sombart seemed to be right, according to Shternberg, in
describing Judaism as a peculiar combination of relentless rationalism and
exuberant messianism, for it was this very combination that had assured the final
liberation of humanity.

The first heralds of socialism in the nineteenth century were non-Jews, the
Frenchmen Saint-Simon and Fourier. But that was utopian
socialism. . . . Finally, the time was ripe for the emergence of scientific
socialism. It was then that the rationalist Jewish genius arrived on the
scene in the shape of Karl Marx, who alone was capable of erecting the
whole structure of the new teaching, from the foundation to the top,
crowned by the grandiose monistic system of historical materialism. But
what is particularly striking about the Jewish socialists is a remarkable
combination of rationalist thinking with social emotionalism and activism
—the very psychic peculiarities of the Jewish type that we see so clearly in
all the previous periods of Jewish history, especially in the prophets.
Nowhere is it more evident than in the cases of Marx and Lassalle. Marx
combined the genius of theoretical, almost mathematical, thinking with the
fiery temperament of a fanatical fighter and the historical sense of a true
prophet. The works of Marx are not only the new Bible of our time, but
also a new kind of book of social predictions! Even now, the exegetics of
Marx’s teachings and social predictions exceeds all the volumes of the
Talmud. Lassalle, though of a different caliber, belonged to the same
psychological type, with the addition of a great talent as a popular tribune

and political organizer.”®

Another political organizer, perhaps the most efficient of them all, was
Stalin’s “iron commissar,” Lazar Kaganovich, who remembers having to divide
his early education between the Russian poets and Jewish prophets. According to
his Reminiscences of a Worker, Communist-Bolshevik, and a Trade Union, Party,
and Soviet-State Official,

We used to study the Bible when we were children. We sensed that Amos
was denouncing the tsars and the rich people, and we liked it very much.
But, of course, we had an uncritical attitude toward the prophets who,
while expressing the dissatisfaction of the popular masses and criticizing
their oppressors, urged patience and expected salvation from God and his
Messiah instead of calling for struggle against the oppressors of the poor
people. Naturally, when I was a child, I did not understand the correctness



of this conclusion, but I remember how in 1912 in Kiev, when I had to
speak against the Zionists, I used Amos’s words well and with great
success, this time drawing appropriate Bolshevik conclusions.”’

Possible Jewish origins of important Communist rituals and styles (as well as
words) were widely alleged by contemporaries, many of them Jewish,
Communist, or both. Ilya Ehrenburg, who was a certified fellow traveler when
he published The Stormy Life of Lazik Roitshvanetz, caricatured early Soviet
orthodoxy by making it seem indistinguishable from Talmudic exegesis. Both
were built around the division of the world into “clean” and “unclean” spheres,
and—as Lazik the Wandering Jew was meant to discover—both pursued purity
by multiplying meaningless rules and by pretending to reconcile them to each
other and to the unruly reality of human existence.

Now I see that the Talmudists were the most ridiculous of pups [says Lazik
on being asked to purge the library in the manner of the “spring cleaning
before Passover”]. For what did they think of? That Jews shouldn’t eat
sturgeon, for example. Is it because sturgeon is expensive? No. Is it
because it doesn’t taste good? Not at all. It’s because sturgeon swims
around without the appropriate scales. Which means that it’s hopelessly
unclean and that the Jew who eats it will desecrate his chosen stomach. Let
other, lowly people eat sturgeon. But, Comrade Minchik, those pups were
talking about meals. Now, at last, the real twentieth century has arrived,
men have become smarter, and so instead of some stupid sturgeon we have
a man like Kant and his 1,071 crimes. Let the French on their volcano read
all those unclean things. We have the chosen brains and we cannot soil
them with insolent delusions.”®

Jaff Schatz, in his study of the generation of Polish Jewish Communists born
around 1910, reports that some of them (with the retrospective perspicacity of
political disgrace and ethnic exile) considered their Marxist education to have
been primarily Jewish in style. “The basic method was self-study, supplemented
by tutoring by those more advanced. Thus, they read and discussed, and if they
could not agree on the meaning of a text, or when issues proved too complicated,
they asked for the help of an expert whose authoritative interpretation was, as a
rule, accepted.” The mentors were more experienced, erudite, and inventive
interpreters of texts. “Those who enjoyed the highest respect knew large portions
of the classical texts almost by heart. In addition, those more advanced would
frequently be able to quote from memory statistical data, for example, on the



production of bread, sugar, or steel before and after the October Revolution, to
support their analyses and generalizations. . . . ‘We behaved like yeshiva bokhers
and they like rabbis,” one respondent summed up.””® True knowledge was to be
found in sacred texts, and “consciousness” depended, in part, on one’s ability to
reconcile their many prescriptions, predictions, and prohibitions. “The texts of
the classics were regarded with utmost veneration, as the highest authority in
which all the questions that could possibly be asked were answered. The
practical difficulty was to find the most suitable fragment of the texts and to
interpret it correctly, so that the hidden answer would appear. In discussing such
texts, as well as in debating social or political questions, there was the
characteristic, hair-splitting quality of analysis that many respondents themselves
today call ‘Talmudic.’ %"

“Talmudic” was a label widely used by Eastern European Communists to
refer to sterile theorizers of all backgrounds (and of course there were more than
enough non-Jewish hairsplitters to make the connection dubious), but it does
seem possible that Jews were overrepresented among Communist writers and
ideologues because they were, on average, better prepared than their non-
Mercurian comrades for the work of scriptural interpretation (the non-Jewish
workers’ circles were similar in style to the Jewish ones but much less successful
at producing professional intellectuals). It is also quite possible that the
beneficiaries of a “Jewish education,” religious or secular, were likely to
introduce some elements of that education into the socialism they were building
(or journalism they were practicing). What seems striking, however, is that many
Jewish radicals associated their revolutionary “awakening” with their youthful
revolts against their families. Whatever the nature of their radicalism, their
degree of assimilation, or their views on the connection between Judaism and
socialism, the overwhelming majority remember rejecting the world of their
fathers because it seemed to embody the connection between Judaism and
antisocialism (understood as commercialism, tribalism, and patriarchy).?!

All revolutionaries are patricides, one way or another, but few seem to have
been as consistent and explicit on this score as the Jewish radicals of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Georg Lukécs, the son of one of
Hungary’s most prominent bankers, Jozsef Léwinger, was probably as typical of
the wealthier rebels as he was influential among them.

I come from a capitalist, Lipotvaros [a wealthy district of Pest]
family. . . . From my childhood I was profoundly discontented with the
Lipotvaros way of life. Since my father, in the course of his business, was



regularly in contact with the representatives of the city patriciate and of the
bureaucratic gentry, my rejection tended to extend to them, too. Thus at a
very early age violently oppositional feelings ruled in me against the
whole of official Hungary. . . . Of course nowadays I regard it as childishly
nalve that I uncritically generalized my feelings of revulsion, and extended
them to cover the whole of Magyar life, Magyar history, and Magyar
literature indiscriminately (save for Petodfi). Nonetheless it is a matter of
fact that this attitude dominated my spirit and ideas in those days. And the
solid counter-weight—the only hard ground on which I then felt I could
rest my feet—was the modernist foreign literature of the day, with which I

became acquainted at the age of about fourteen and fifteen.®?

Lukécs would eventually move from modernism to socialist realism and from
a formless “revulsion” to membership in the Communist Party; only his love for
Peto6fi would prove lifelong. This, too, is typical: national gods, even those
most jealously guarded, were by far the most potent of the age. So potent, in
fact, that their cults were taken for granted and barely noticed as various
universalist creeds asserted their transcendental claims. Communists, among
others, did not associate Petodfi with the “bourgeois nationalism” they were
fighting and saw no serious contradiction between the veneration of his poetry
and proletarian internationalism. Peto6fi—like Goethe-Schiller, Mickiewicz, and
others—stood for “culture” in his own domain, and culture (the “high” kind—
1.e., the kind defined by Petod6fi et al.) was a good thing. All communism started
out as national communism (and ended up as nationalism pure and simple). Béla
Kun, the leader of the 1919 Communist government in Hungary, the organizer of
the Red Terror in the Crimea, and a top official of the Communist International,
began his writing career with a prizewinning high school essay titled “The
Patriotic Poetry of Sandor Petodfi and Jan6s Arany,” and ended it, while waiting
to be arrested by the Soviet secret police, with an introduction to a Russian
translation of Petodfi’s poems. And Lazar Kaganovich, who probably signed
Kun’s death sentence (among thousands of others), reminisced at the end of his
life about beginning to acquire culture “through the independent reading of
whatever works we had by Pushkin, Lermontov, Nekrasov, L. Tolstoy, and
Turgenev.”®3

Whereas national pantheons derived their power from their apparent
transparency, family rebellions were significant because they were experienced
and represented as epiphanies. Franz Boas remembered the “unforgettable
moment” when he first questioned the authority of tradition. “In fact, my whole



outlook upon social life is determined by the question: How can we recognize
the shackles that tradition has laid upon us? For when we recognize them we are
also able to break them.” Almost invariably, that first recognition occurred at
home. As Leo Lowenthal, the son of a Frankfurt doctor, put it, “My family
household, as it were, was the symbol of everything I did not want—shoddy
liberalism, shoddy Aufklirung, and double standards.”®* The same was true of
Schatz’s Polish Communists, most of whom were native speakers of Yiddish
who knew very little about liberalism or Aufkldrung: “Whether they came from
poor, more prosperous, assimilated, or traditional families, an important common
element in their situation was an intense perception of the differences separating
them from their parents. Increasingly experienced as unbridgeable, expressed on
the everyday level as an inability to communicate and a refusal to conform, these
differences led them increasingly to distance themselves from the world, ways,
and values of their parents.”®>

The wealthier ones bemoaned their fathers’ capitalism, the poorer ones, their
fathers’ Jewishness, but the real reason for their common revulsion was the
feeling that capitalism and Jewishness were one and the same thing. Whatever
the relationship between Judaism and Marxism, large numbers of Jews seemed
to agree with Marx before they ever read anything he wrote. “Emancipation
from haggling and from money, i.e. from practical, real Judaism, would be the
same as the self-emancipation of our age.” Revolution began at home—or rather,
world revolution began in the Jewish home. According to the historian Andrew
Janos, Béla Kun’s young commissars “sought out traditionalist Jews with special
ferocity as targets of their campaigns of terror.” According to the biographer
Marjorie Boulton, Ludwik Zamenhof was not free to devote himself to the
creation of Esperanto until he broke with his “treacherous” father. And on
December 1, 1889, Alexander Helphand (Parvus), a Russian Jew, world
revolutionary, international financier, and future German government agent,
placed the following notice in the Sdchsische Arbeiterzeitung: “We announce the
birth of a healthy, cheerful enemy of the state. Our son was born in Dresden on
the morning of November 29th. . . . And although he was born on the German

land, he has no Motherland.”8¢

The tragedy of Parvus’s son, and the children of so many other Jewish
scholars, financiers, and revolutionaries, was that most other Europeans did have
a Motherland. Even capitalism, which Parvus milked and sabotaged with equal
success, was packaged, distributed, and delivered by nationalism. Even
liberalism, which regarded universal strangeness to be a natural human
condition, organized individuals into nations and promised to assemble them de



pluribus unum. Even “La Marseillaise” became a national anthem.

When the uprooted Apollonians arrived on new Mercurian shores, they were
told they were at home. Some had to wait, perhaps, or move next door, or
slaughter false suitors first, but one way or another, every new Ulysses was to
end up on his very own Ithaca—except the original one, who, as Dante alone had
divined, could never go home. Jews were no longer allowed to be a global tribe
(that was “disloyalty” now, not normal Mercurian behavior), but they still were
not welcome in the local ones. According to Hannah Arendt, “the Jews were
very clearly the only inter-European element in a nationalized Europe.” They
were also the only true moderns in Europe, or at any rate spectacularly good at
being modern. But modernity without nationalism is cold capitalism. And cold
capitalism by itself is, according to so many Europeans, a bad thing. As Karl
Marx put it, “The chimerical nationality of the Jew is the nationality of the
merchant, of the man of money in general. . . . The social emancipation of the
Jew is the emancipation of society from Judaism.”®’

As Jews emerged from the ghetto and the shtetl, they entered a new world
that seemed like the old one in that their skills were seen as highly valuable but
morally dubious. There was one crucial difference, however: the Jews were no
longer legally recognized professional strangers and thus no longer possessed a
special mandate to engage in morally dubious occupations. The new license for
immorality was nationalism, and Jews were not eligible. Every Jew’s father
became immoral—either because he was still a professional stranger or because
he was a modern without a legitimate tribe. Both were capitalists and both
belonged to a chimerical nationality.

The two great modern prophecies offered two different answers to the question
of Jewish patricide. Freudianism claimed that it was a universal human affliction
and that the only way to save civilization-as-liberalism was to control the urge
therapeutically (and grow up gracefully). Marxism attributed it to the proletariat
and urged the killing (more or less metaphorical) of the bad fathers, so as to
emancipate the world from Judaism and make sure that no sons would have to
kill their fathers ever again.

But there was a third prophecy, of course—as patricidal as the other two but
much more discriminating: modern Jewish nationalism. Could not the Jews be
transformed from a chimerical nationality into a “normal” one? Could they not
have a Motherland of their own? Could they not be protected from capitalism in



their own make-believe Apollonia? Could they not be redeemed like everyone
else—as a nation? Perhaps they could. A lot of Jews thought it an eccentric idea
(the Chosen People without a God? A Yiddish Blood and Soil?), but many were
willing to try.8

“Normal” nationalisms began with the sanctification of vernaculars and the
canonization of national bards. Accordingly, in the second half of the nineteenth
century and the first quarter of the twentieth, Yiddish acquired the status of a
literary language (as opposed to a shtetl jargon or Mercurian secret code);
incorporated, through translation, the “treasury of world culture” (i.e., other
modern nations’ secular pantheons); accommodated a great variety of genres (so
as to become a universal, all-purpose vehicle); and produced its own
Shakespeare. It went through the same pangs of rebirth, in other words, as
Russian a hundred years earlier or Norwegian at about the same time. Homer,
Goethe, and Anatole France were being translated simultaneously, as if they
were contemporaries; the beauty and suppleness of Yiddish were found to be
remarkable; and Mendele Mokher Sforim (Sholem Yakov Abramovich, 1835—
1917) was discovered to have been “the grandfather of Yiddish literature.” And
then there was Sholem Aleichem. As Maurice Samuel put it, on behalf of most
readers of Yiddish, “It is hard to think of him as a ‘writer.” He was the common
people in utterance. He was in a way the ‘anonymous’ of Jewish self-
expression.”%

All the elements of “normal” nationalism were there, in other words—except
the main one. The point of nationalism is to attach the newly created national
high culture to the local Apollonian mythology, genealogy, and landscape; to
attribute that high culture to the “spirit of the people”; to modernize folk culture
by folklorizing the modern state. Very little of this enterprise made sense in the
case of the Jews. They had no attachment or serious claim to any part of the
local landscape; their symbolically meaningful past lay elsewhere; and their
religion (which stigmatized Yiddish) seemed inseparable from their Jewishness.
No European state, however designed, could possibly become a Jewish Promised
Land.

Perhaps most important, Yiddish-based nationalism did little to alleviate the
problem of unheroic fathers. One could sentimentalize them, or craft a powerful
story of their unrelieved martyrdom, but one could not pretend that they had not
been service nomads (i.e., cobblers, peddlers, innkeepers, and moneylenders
dependent on their “Gentile” customers). One could not, in other words, help
Jewish sons and daughters in their quest for Apollonian dignity by arguing that
the Yiddish past had not been an exile. Why should one, in fact, if



unimpeachably proud and universally recognized biblical heroes were easily
available in the dominant and still vibrant Jewish tradition? Having started out as
normal, Yiddish nationalism proved too odd to succeed as a movement. In the
all-important realms of politics and mythmaking, it could not compete with
Hebrew nationalism and global socialism. Most Jews who were ideologically
attached to Yiddish (the “language of the Jewish masses”) were socialists, and
the languages of socialism in Europe—the Bund’s efforts notwithstanding—
were German and Russian.

In the end, it was the Hebrew-based nationalism that triumphed and, in
alliance with Zionism, became the third great Jewish prophecy. Strikingly and
defiantly “abnormal” in its premises, it looked forward to a full and final
normality complete with a nation-state and warrior dignity. It was nationalism in
reverse: the idea was not to sanctify popular speech but to profane the language
of God, not to convert your home into a Promised Land but to convert the
Promised Land into a home. The effort to turn the Jews into a normal nation
looked like no other nationalism in the world. It was a Mercurian nationalism
that proposed a literal and ostensibly secular reading of the myth of exile; a
nationalism that punished God for having punished his people. Eternal urbanites
were to turn themselves into peasants, and local peasants were to be seen as
foreign invaders. Zionism was the most radical and revolutionary of all
nationalisms. It was more religious in its secularism than any other movement—
except for socialism, which was its main ally and competitor.

But Jews were not only the heroes of the most eccentric of nationalisms; they
were also the villains of the most brutally consistent of them all. Nazism was a
messianic movement that endowed nationalism with an elaborate terrestrial
eschatology. To put it differently, Nazism challenged modern salvation religions
by using nationhood as the agent of perdition and redemption. It did what none
of the other modern (i.e., antimodern) salvation religions had been able to do: it
defined evil clearly, consistently, and scientifically. It shaped a perfect theodicy
for the Age of Nationalism. It created the devil in its own image.

The question of the origins of evil is fundamental to any promise of
redemption. Yet all modern religions except Nazism resembled Christianity in
being either silent or confused on the subject. Marxism offered an obscure story
of original sin through the alienation of labor and made it difficult to understand
what role individual believers could play in the scheme of revolutionary
predestination. Moreover, the Soviet experience seemed to show that Marxism



was a poor guide in purging the body politic. Given the assumption of Party
infallibility, society’s continued imperfection had to be attributed to
machinations by ill-intentioned humans, but who were they and where did they
come from? How were “class aliens” in a more or less classless society to be
categorized, unmasked, and eliminated? Marxism gave no clear answer;
Leninism did not foresee a massive regeneration of the exterminated enemies;
and Stalin’s willing executioners were never quite sure why they were executing
some people and not others.

Freudianism located evil in the individual human soul and provided a
prescription for combating it, but it offered no hope for social perfection, no
civilization without discontents. Evil could be managed but not fully eradicated.
A collection of cured individuals was not a guarantee of a healthy society.

Zionism did foresee a perfectly healthy society, but its promise was not
universal and its concept of evil was too historical to be of lasting utility. The
evil of exile was to be overcome by a physical return home. The “diaspora
mentality,” like Soviet bourgeois consciousness, would be defeated by honest
toil for one’s own healthy state. Its persistence in Eretz Israel would not be easy
to explain.

Nazism was unique in the consistency and simplicity of its theodicy. All the
corruption and alienation of the modern world was caused by one race, the Jews.
The Jews were inherently evil. Capitalism, liberalism, modernism, and
communism were essentially Jewish. The elimination of the Jews would redeem
the world and usher in the millennium. Like Marxism and Freudianism, Nazism
derived its power from a combination of transcendental revelation and the
language of science. Social science could draw any number of conclusions from
the statistical data on Jewish overrepresentation in the critical spheres of modern
life; racial science undertook to uncover the secrets of personal ethnicity as well
as universal history; and various branches of medicine could be used to provide
both the vocabulary for describing evil and the means of its “final solution.”
Nazism rivaled Zionism (and ultimately Judaism) by casting redemptive
messianism in national terms; compared favorably to Marxism (and ultimately to
Christianity) in its promise of cathartic apocalyptic violence as a prologue to the
Millennium; and equaled Freudianism in its use of modern medicine as the
instrument of salvation. Ultimately, it surpassed them all in being able to offer a
simple secular solution to the problem of the origins of evil in the modern world.
A universe presided over by Man received an identifiable and historically
distinct group of human beings as its first flesh-and-blood devil. The identity of
the group might change, but the humanization and nationalization of evil proved



durable. When the Nazi prophets were exposed as impostors and slain in the
apocalypse they had unleashed, it was they who emerged as the new devil in a
world without God—the only absolute in the Post-Prophetic Age.

Thus, in the wake of World War I, Jews had found themselves at the center of
both the crisis of modern Europe and the most far-reaching attempts to overcome
it. Strikingly successful at the pursuits that made up the foundations of modern
states—entrepreneurship (especially banking) and the professions (especially
law, medicine, journalism, and science)—they were excluded from the modern
nations that those states were supposed to embody and represent. In a Europe
that draped the economy of capitalism and professional expertise in the
legitimacy of nationalism, Jews stood abandoned and unprotected as a ghostly
tribe of powerful strangers. In one nation-state, their exclusion would turn into
the main article of nationalist faith and a methodical extermination campaign.
But exclusion could also become a form of escape and liberation. For most
European Jews, this meant three pilgrimages to three ideological destinations.
Freudianism became associated with a nonethnic (or multiethnic) liberalism in
the United States; Zionism represented a secular Jewish nationalism in Palestine;
and Communism stood for the creation of a nation-free world centered in
Moscow. The story of twentieth-century Jews is a story of one Hell and three
Promised Lands.



Chapter 3

BABEL’S FIRST LOVE: THE JEWS AND THE
RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

Suddenly I heard a voice beside me saying: “Excuse me, young
man, do you think it is proper to stare at strange young ladies in
that way?”

—I. S. Turgenev, “First Love”

At the turn of the twentieth century, most of Europe’s Jews (5.2 out of about 8.7
million) lived in the Russian Empire, where they constituted about 4 percent of
the total population. Most of Russia’s Jews (about 90 percent) resided in the Pale
of Settlement, to which they were legally restricted. Most of the Jews in the Pale
of Settlement (all but about 4 percent, who were farmers and factory workers)
continued to pursue traditional service occupations as middlemen between the
overwhelmingly agricultural Christian population and various urban markets.
Most of the Jewish middlemen bought, shipped, and resold local produce;
provided credit on the security of standing crops and other items; leased and
managed estates and various processing facilities (such as tanneries, distilleries,
and sugar mills); kept taverns and inns; supplied manufactured goods (as
peddlers, shopkeepers, or wholesale importers); provided professional services
(most commonly as doctors and pharmacists), and served as artisans (from rural
blacksmiths, tailors, and shoemakers to highly specialized jewelers and
watchmakers). The proportion of various pursuits could vary, but the association
of Jews with the service sector (including small-scale craftsmanship) remained
very strong.!

As traditional Mercurians dependent on external strangeness and internal
cohesion, the majority of Russian Jews continued to live in segregated quarters,
speak Yiddish, wear distinctive clothing, observe complex dietary taboos,



practice endogamy, and follow a variety of other customs that ensured the
preservation of collective memory, autonomy, purity, unity, and a hope of
redemption. The synagogue, bathhouse, heder, and the home helped structure
space as well as social rituals, and numerous self-governing institutions assisted
the rabbi and the family in regulating communal life, education, and charity.
Both social status and religious virtue depended on wealth and learning; wealth
and learning ultimately depended on each other.

The relations between the majority of Pale Jews and their mostly rural
customers followed the usual pattern of Mercurian-Apollonian coexistence. Each
side saw the other as unclean, opaque, dangerous, contemptible, and ultimately
irrelevant to the communal past and future salvation. Social contact was limited
to commercial and bureaucratic encounters. Non-Jews almost never spoke
Yiddish, and very few Jews spoke the languages of their Ukrainian, Lithuanian,
Latvian, Moldovan, or Belorussian neighbors beyond “the minimum of words
which were absolutely necessary in order to transact business.”” Everyone (and
most particularly the Jews themselves) assumed that the Jews were nonnative,
temporary exiles; that they depended on their customers for survival; and that the
country—however conceived—belonged to the local Apollonians. The history of
the people of Israel relived by every Jew on every Sabbath had nothing to do
with his native shtetl or the city of Kiev; his sea was Red, not Black, and the
rivers of his imagination did not include the Dnieper or the Dvina. “[Sholem
Aleichem’s] Itzik Meyer of Kasrilevke was told to feel that he himself, with wife
and children, had marched out of Egypt, and he did as he was told. He felt that
he himself had witnessed the infliction of the ten plagues on the Egyptians, he
himself had stood on the farther shore of the Red Sea and seen the walls of water
collapse on the pursuers, drowning them all to the last man—with the exception
of Pharaoh, who was preserved as an eternal witness for the benefit of the

Torquemadas and the Romanovs.”

The most prominent—and perhaps the only—Ilocal Apollonians retained by
the Jewish memory were the Cossack looters and murderers of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, and the most frequently invoked of them all (as the
modern equivalent of the biblical Haman) was Bohdan Khmelnytsky—the same
Bohdan Khmelnytsky whom most Ukrainian-speakers remembered as their
deliverer from Catholic captivity and (for a short time) Jewish scheming and
spying. Overall, however, the Jews were as marginal to the Eastern European
peasant imagination as the Eastern European peasants were to the Jewish one.
Apollonians tend to remember battles with other Apollonians, not bargaining
with Mercurians (while the Mercurians themselves tend to remember the days



when they were Apollonians). The villains of Cossack mythology are mostly
Tatars and Poles, with Jews featured episodically as Polish agents (which, in the
economic sense, they were—especially as estate leaseholders and liquor-tax
farmers).*

Most Jewish and non-Jewish inhabitants of the Pale of Settlement shared the
same fundamental view of what separated them. Like all Mercurians and
Apollonians, they tended to think of each other as universal and mutually
complementary opposites: mind versus body, head versus heart, outsider versus
insider, nomadic versus settled. In the words of Mark Zborowski and Elizabeth
Herzog (whose account is based on interviews with former shtetl residents),

A series of contrasts is set up in the mind of the shtetl child, who grows up
to regard certain behavior as characteristic of Jews, and its opposite, as
characteristic of Gentiles. Among Jews he expects to find emphasis on
intellect, a sense of moderation, cherishing of spiritual values, cultivation
of rational, goal-directed activities, a “beautiful” family life. Among
gentiles he looks for the opposite of each item: emphasis on the body,
excess, blind instinct, sexual license, and ruthless force. The first list is
ticketed in his mind as Jewish, the second as goyish.’

Seen from the other side, the lists looked essentially the same, with the values
reversed. Intelligence, moderation, learning, rationalism, and family devotion
(along with entrepreneurial success) could be represented as cunning, cowardice,
casuistry, unmanliness, clannishness, and greed, whereas the apparent emphasis
on the body, excess, instinct, license, and force might be interpreted as
earthiness, spontaneity, soulfulness, generosity, and warrior strength (honor).
These oppositions were informed by actual differences in economic roles and
values; sanctified by communal traditions and prohibitions; reinforced by new
quasi-secular mythologies (as Marxists and various nationalists employed them
more or less creatively but without substantive revisions); and reenacted daily,
ritually, and sometimes consciously in personal encounters as well as in prayers,
jokes, and gestures.

The non-Jewish words for “Jew” were all more or less pejorative, often
diminutive, permanently associated with particular modifiers (“cunning,”
“mangy”), and used productively to coin new forms (such as the Russian
zhidit sia, “to be greedy”). The Jews were equally disparaging but, like all
Mercurians, more intensely concerned with pollution, linguistic as well as sexual
and dietary. Not only were goy (“Gentile”), sheigets (‘“a Gentile young man”),



and shiksa (a Gentile [i.e., “impure”] woman) generally pejorative terms that
could be used metaphorically to refer to stupid or loutish Jews; much of the
colloquial Yiddish vocabulary dealing with goyim was cryptic and
circumlocutory. According to Hirsz Abramowicz, Lithuanian Jews used a special
code when talking about their non-Jewish neighbors: “They might be called
sherets and shrotse (reptiles); the word shvester (sister) became shvesterlo; foter
(father) foterlo; muter (mother), muterlo, and so on. Khasene (wedding) became
khaserlo; geshtorbn (died) became gefaln (fell), geboyrn (born) became geflamt
(flamed).” Similarly, according to M. S. Altman, when Jews of his shtetl referred
to Gentiles’ eating, drinking, or sleeping, they used words normally reserved for
animals. The Yiddish for the town of Bila Tserkva (“White Church”) was
Shvartse tume (“Black filth,” the word fume generally denoting a non-Jewish

place of worship).°

The reason for this was ritual avoidance (as well as, possibly, secrecy): words
relating to the goyim and their religion were as unclean and potentially
dangerous as the goyim themselves. (The same devices, including cryptic
calques for place-names, are commonly used in “Para-Romani” languages.)’ M.
S. Altman’s grandmother “never called Christ anything other than mamser, or
‘the illegitimate one.” Once, when there was a Christian procession in the streets
of Ulla [Belorussia], with people carrying crosses and icons, Grandma hurriedly
covered me with her shawl, saying: ‘May your clear eyes never see this filth.” %

There were, of course, other reasons to avoid Christian processions. In
Joachim Schoenfeld’s native shtetl of Sniatyn, in eastern Galicia,

When a priest was on his way to administer extreme unction to a dying
Christian soul, the Jews, as soon as they heard the ringing of the bell by
the deacon accompanying the priest, left the streets quickly and locked the
doors of their homes and stores lest the Christians, who knelt in the streets
in front of the passing priest, would accuse them of not having behaved
with dignity at such a moment by remaining standing when everybody else
was kneeling. This would have been enough to set anti-Jewish
disturbances in motion. The same thing happened when a procession was
marching through the streets bearing holy images and banners, for
example, on the Corpus Christi holiday. No Jew would dare remain on the
streets because he might be accused of host desecration.”

Traditional Jews warded off the impurity of strangers by using supernatural
protection (as well as their much praised “Jewish heads); their Apollonian



neighbors tended to resort to physical aggression. Violence was an essential part
of the relationship—rarely lethal but always there as a possibility, a memory, an
essential part of peasant manhood and Jewish victimhood. In Sniatyn, “A Jewish
boy would never venture into the streets inhabited by Christians, even when
accompanied by an adult. Christian boys would make fun of them, call them
names, throw stones at them, and set their dogs upon them. Also, for simple fun,
Christian boys would drive pigs into the Jewish streets and throw manure

through the open windows of Jewish homes.”!"

In Uzliany, not far from Minsk, “the most innocent threats Jews faced were
boys’ pranks: during Easter they would crack painted eggs against the teeth of
the Jewish boys and girls who happened to be outside.” Religious holidays,
market days, weddings, departure of army recruits were all legitimate occasions
for drinking, fighting, and, if Jews were close by, assaults on the Jews and their
property. The superiority of the “big soul” over the “little Jew” was most
effectively expressed through violence—just as the superiority of the “Jewish
head” over “stupid Ivan” was best achieved and demonstrated through
negotiation and competition. Like all Mercurians and Apollonians, the Pale of
Settlement Jews and their peasant neighbors needed each other, lived close to
each other, feared and despised each other, and never stopped claiming their own
preeminence: the Jews by beating the peasants in the battle of wits and boasting
about it among themselves, the peasants by beating the Jews for being Jews and
bragging about it to the “whole world.” But mostly—for as long as the
traditional division of labor persisted and they remained specialized Mercurians
and Apollonians—the Jews and their neighbors continued to live as “two
solitudes.” Ivan rarely thought about Itzik Meyer unless he was drunk and
feeling sorry for himself. For Itzik Meyer, thinking about Ivan was work, an

inevitable part of the profane portion of the week.!!

There was no meaningful way of measuring legal discrimination in the Russian
Empire because there was no common measure that applied to all the tsar’s
subjects. Everyone, except for the tsar himself, belonged to a group that was, one
way or another, discriminated against. There were no interchangeable citizens,
no indiscriminate laws, no legal rights, and few temporary regulations that did
not become permanent. There were, instead, several social estates with unique
privileges, duties, and local variations; numerous religions (including Islam,
Lamaism, and a wide assortment of ‘“animisms”) under different sets of
regulations; countless territorial units (from Finland to Turkestan) administered



in diverse ways; and variously described nationalities (“steppe nomads,”
“wandering aliens,” Poles) with special restrictions and exemptions. Everyone
being unequal, some groups were—in some sense and in some places—much
more unequal than others, but in the absence of a single legal gauge,
discriminating among them in any general sense is usually more painstaking
than rewarding. Jews had more disabilities than most Orthodox Christian
members of their estates (merchants and townsmen, in the vast majority of
cases), but a comparison of their status with that of Tatar traders, Kirgiz
pastoralists, “priestless” sectarians, or indeed the empire’s Russian peasant
majority (even after the abolition of serfdom) is possible only with regard to
specific privileges and disabilities. The “prisonhouse of nations” was as large as
the tsar’s domain.

Among the tsar’s subjects were several groups that were predominantly or
exclusively Mercurian: from various Gypsy communities (extremely visible in
“bohemian” entertainment, as well as the traditional smithing and scavenging
trades); to small and narrowly specialized literate = Mercurians
(Nestorians/Assyrians, Karaites, Bukharans); to Russia’s very own Puritans, the
Old Believers (prominent among the wealthiest industrialists and bankers); to
such giants of Levantine commerce as the Greeks (active in the Black Sea trade,
especially in wheat export) and the Armenians (who dominated the economy of
the Caucasus and parts of southern Russia).

But of course the most prominent Mercurians of the Russian Empire were the
Germans, who, following Peter the Great’s reforms, had come to occupy central
roles in the imperial bureaucracy, economic life, and the professions (very much
like Phanariot Greeks and Armenians in the Ottoman Empire). Relying on ethnic
and religious autonomy, high literacy rates, strong communal institutions, a
sense of cultural superiority, international familial networks, and a variety of
consistently cultivated technical and linguistic skills, the Germans had become
the face (the real flesh-and-blood kind) of Russia’s never-ending Westernization.
Not only was the university matriculation rate among Russia’s Baltic Germans
the highest in Europe (about 300 per 100,000 total population in the 1830s at
Dorpat University alone); Germans composed approximately 38 percent of the
graduates of Russia’s most exclusive educational institution, the Tsarskoe Selo
Lycée, and a comparable proportion of the graduates from the Imperial School of
Jurisprudence. From the late eighteenth to the twentieth century, Germans
constituted from 18 to more than 33 percent of the top tsarist officials, especially
at the royal court, in the officer corps, diplomatic service, police, and provincial
administration (including many newly colonized areas). According to John A.



Armstrong, all through the nineteenth century the Russian Germans ‘“carried
about half the burden of imperial foreign relations. Equally indicative is the fact
that even in 1915 (during the World War I anti-Germanism), 16 of the 53 top
officials in the Minindel [Ministry of Foreign Affairs] had German names.” As
one of them wrote in 1870, “we watched the success of Russia’s European policy
attentively, for nearly all our emissaries in all the principal countries were
diplomats whom we knew on a first-name basis.” In 1869 in St. Petersburg, 20
percent of all the officials in the Police Department of the Ministry of the
Interior were listed as Germans. In the 1880s, the Russian Germans (1.4 percent
of the population) made up 62 percent of the high officials in the Ministry of
Posts and Commerce and 46 percent in the War Ministry. And when they were
not elite members themselves, they served the native landowning elite as tutors,
housekeepers, and accountants. The German estate manager was the central

Russian version of the Pale of Settlement’s Jewish leaseholder.!?

Not all praetorian guards—or “imperial Mamelukes,” as one Slavophile
called the Russian Germans—are Mercurians (as opposed to foreign
mercenaries), and of course not all Mercurians serve as Mamelukes (even though
most are qualified because the main eligibility requirement is demonstrable
strangeness and internal coherence). The German barons in the Baltic provinces
were not Mercurians, and neither were the German merchants in the German city
of Riga or the many German farmers imported into the Russian interior. There is
no doubt, however, that “the Germans” most urban Russians knew were
quintessential Mercurian middlemen and service providers: artisans,
entrepreneurs, and professionals. In 1869, 21 percent of all St. Petersburg
Germans were involved in metalwork; 14 percent were watchmakers, jewelers,
and other skilled craftsmen; and another 10—11 percent were bakers, tailors, and
shoemakers. In the same year, Germans (who made up about 6.8 percent of the
city’s population) accounted for 37 percent of St. Petersburg’s watchmakers, 25
percent of bakers, 24 percent of the owners of textile mills, 23 percent of the
owners of metal shops and factories, 37.8 percent of industrial managers, 30.8
percent of engineers, 34.3 percent of doctors, 24.5 percent of schoolteachers, and
29 percent of tutors. German women made up 20.3 percent of “midlevel”
medical personnel (doctor’s assistants, pharmacists, nurses), 26.5 percent of
schoolteachers, 23.8 percent of matrons and governesses, and 38.7 percent of
music teachers. In 1905, German subjects of the Russian tsar accounted for 15.4
percent of corporate managers in Moscow, 16.1 percent in Warsaw, 21.9 percent
in Odessa, 47.1 percent in Lodz, and 61.9 percent in Riga. In 1900, in the empire
as a whole, the Russian Germans (1.4 percent of the population) made up 20.1



percent of all corporate founders and 19.3 percent of corporate managers (by far
the greatest rate of overrepresentation among all ethnic groups). Many of
Russia’s most important academic institutions (including the Academy of
Sciences) and professional associations (from doctors to geographers) were
originally staffed by Germans and functioned primarily in German until about
the middle of the nineteenth century and in some cases much later.!3

Employed as Mercurians, they were, predictably enough, represented as such.
Whereas much of Russian folklore recalled the battles against various steppe
nomads (usually known as “Tatars”), the most important strangers of nineteenth-
century high culture were, by a large margin, German: not those residing in
Germany and producing books, goods, and songs to be imitated and surpassed,
but the internal foreigners who served Russia and the Russians as teachers,
tailors, doctors, scholars, governors, and coffin makers. And so they were,
mutatis mutandis, head to the Russian heart, mind to the Russian soul,
consciousness to Russian spontaneity. They stood for calculation, efficiency, and
discipline; cleanliness, fastidiousness, and sobriety; pushiness, tactlessness, and
energy; sentimentality, love of family, and unmanliness (or absurdly exaggerated
manliness). They were the plenipotentiary ambassadors from the Modern Age,
the homines rationalistici artificiales to be dreaded, admired, or ridiculed as the
occasion demanded. In two of the most productive juxtapositions of Russian
high culture, Tolstoy’s somnolent Kutuzov restores true peace by ignoring the
deadly expertise of his German war counselors, while Goncharov’s bedridden
Oblomov preserves a false peace by surrendering his life’s love (and ultimately
life itself) to the cheerfully industrious Stolz. Kutuzov and Oblomov are one and
the same person, of course—as are Stolz and the German generals. Neither set is
complete, indeed conceivable, without its mirror image. The modern Russian
state and the Russian national mythology of the nineteenth century were built
around this opposition and forever discussed in its terms. Perhaps paradoxically
in light of what would happen in the twentieth century, Germans were,
occupationally and conceptually, the Jews of ethnic Russia (as well as much of
Eastern Europe). Or rather, the Russian Germans were to Russia what the
German Jews were to Germany—only much more so. So fundamental were the
German Mercurians to Russia’s view of itself that both their existence and their
complete and abrupt disappearance have been routinely taken for granted. The
absence of Mercurians seems as natural and permanent as their presence seems

artificial and temporary.'*




Until the 1880s, actual Jews were a marginal presence in the Russian state,
thought, and street. The official policy was essentially the same as that toward
other “aliens,” oscillating as it did between legal separation and various forms of
“fusion.” The most radical means to those ends—punitive raids and cross-border
deportations (such as the ones used against insurgents in Turkestan and the
Caucasus) or forced conversions and linguistic Russification (such as those used
against Aleuts and Poles, among others) were not applied to the Jews.
Otherwise, the administrative repertoire was largely familiar: from separation by
means of residential segregation, economic specialization, religious and judicial
autonomy, administrative self-government, and institutional quotas, to
incorporation by means of army conscription, religious conversion, government-
run education, agricultural settlement, and the adoption of “European dress and
customs.” As was the case with Russia’s many nomads, who were subject to
most of the same policies, conscription was the most resented of all imperial
obligations (although the Jewish complaints seemed to suggest a different—and
characteristically Mercurian—reason by arguing that the draft was incompatible
with their economic role and traditional way of life). The official justifications
for these policies were no less familiar: benefit to the treasury, protection of
Orthodox Russians, and protection from Orthodox Russians in the case of
separation; and benefit to the treasury, legal and administrative consistency, and
the civilizing mission, in the case of incorporation. Jews were one of Russia’s
many “alien” groups: more “cunning” than most, perhaps, but not as “rebellious”
as the Chechens, as “backward” as the Samoed, as “fanatical” as the Sart, or as
ubiquitous or relentlessly rationalistici artificiales as the Germans. Anti-
Semitism was common, but probably no more common than anti-Islamism,
antinomadism, and anti-Germanism, which may have been more pervasive for
being unself-conscious and unapologetic.

And yet there is clearly good reason to argue that the Jews were, in some
sense, first among nonequals. They were by far the largest community among
those that had no claim to a national home in the Russian Empire; by far the
most urbanized of all Russian nationalities (49 percent urban in 1897, as
compared to 23 percent for Germans and Armenians); and by far the fastest
growing of all national or religious groups anywhere in Europe (having grown
fivefold over the course of the nineteenth century). Most important, they were
affected by Russia’s late-nineteenth-century modernization in ways that were
more direct, profound, and fundamental than most other Russian communities,
because their very existence as a specialized caste was at stake. The
emancipation of the serfs, the demise of the manorial economy, and the



expansion of the economic role of the state rendered the role of the traditional
Mercurian mediator between the countryside and the town economically
irrelevant, legally precarious, and increasingly dangerous. The state took over
tax collection, liquor sales, and some parts of foreign trade; the landlord had less
land to lease or turned into a favored competitor; the peasant had more produce
to sell and turned into a favored competitor (by doing much of the selling
himself); the Christian industrialist turned into an even more favored—and more
competent—competitor; the train ruined the peddler and the wagon driver; the
bank bankrupted the moneylender; and all of these things taken together forced
more and more Jews into artisanal work (near the bottom of the Jewish social
prestige hierarchy), and more and more Jewish artisans into cottage-industry
production or wage labor (in craft shops and increasingly factories). And the
more Jews migrated to new urban areas, the more frequent and massive was
violence against them. !>

The imperial state, which presided over Russia’s industrialization and thus the
demise of the traditional Jewish economy as well as the killing and robbing of
individual Jews, did its best to prevent the former middlemen from finding new
opportunities. Jews were barred from government employment (including most
railway jobs), all but fifteen of Russia’s provinces, more than one-half of the
Pale’s rural districts, and a variety of occupations and institutions. Their access
to education was limited by quotas, and their membership in professional
organizations was subject to arbitrary regulation. The ostensible—and,
apparently, true—reason for these policies was to protect Christian merchants,
students, and professionals from Jewish competition, and Christian peasants
from Jewish “exploitation.” The state that had used the Jews to extract revenue
from the peasants was trying to protect the peasants it still depended on from the
Jews it no longer needed. The more it protected the peasants, the graver the
“Jewish problem” became. The imperial government did not instigate Jewish
pogroms; it did, however, help bring them about by concentrating the Jewish
population in selected places and occupations and by insisting on separation
even as it fostered industrial growth. Fin de siecle Hungary and Germany (and
later most of Russia’s western neighbors) contributed to the growth of political
anti-Semitism by combining vigorous ethnic nationalism with a cautiously
liberal stance toward Jewish social and economic mobility; late imperial Russia
achieved a comparable result by combining a cautious ethnic nationalism with a
vigorous policy of multiplying Jewish disabilities.!6

The most dramatic and easily observable Jewish response to this double
squeeze was emigration. Between 1897 and 1915, about 1,288,000 Jews left the



Russian Empire, most of them (more than 80 percent) to the United States. More
than 70 percent of all Jewish immigrants to the United States came from the
Russian Empire; almost one-half of all immigrants from the Russian Empire to
the United States were Jews (with Poles a distant second with 27 percent, and
Finns third with 8.5 percent). The Russian Jews had the highest gross emigration
rate (proportion of emigrants to the overall home population) of all immigrants
to the United States; during the peak period of 1900-1914, almost 2 percent of
all Jewish residents of the Pale of Settlement were leaving every year. The
overwhelming majority of them never came back: the Russian Jewish rate of
return was the lowest of all immigrant groups in the United States. They left
with family members and joined other family members when they arrived.
Between 1908 and 1914, according to official statistics, “62% of the Jewish
immigrants to the United States had their passage paid by a relative and 94%
were on their way to join a relative.” As Andrew Godley put it, “Because the
costs of moving and settling were reduced by the existence of the informal
networks of kith and kin, chain migrants generally arrived with less in their
pockets. The Jews arrived with least because of all the immigrants they could
count most on a welcome reception. The density of social relations among the
East European Jews subsidized both passage and settlement. Such extensive

chain migration allowed even the poorest to leave.”!”

Not all-—not even most—migrants went abroad. Throughout the Pale of
Settlement, Jews were moving from rural areas into small towns, and from small
towns to big cities. Between 1897 and 1910, the Jewish urban population grew
by almost 1 million, or 38.5 percent (from 2,559,544 to 3,545,418). The number
of Jewish communities with more than 5,000 people increased from 130 in 1897
to 180 in 1910, and those over 10,000, from 43 to 76. In 1897, Jews made up 52
percent of the entire urban population of Belorussia-Lithuania (followed by
Russians at 18.2 percent), while in the fast-growing New Russian provinces of
Kherson and Ekaterinoslav, 85 to 90 percent of all Jews lived in cities. Between
1869 and 1910, the officially registered Jewish population of the imperial capital
of St. Petersburg grew from 6,700 to 35,100. The actual number may have been
considerably higher.!®

But the extraordinary thing about the social and economic transformation of
the Russian Jews was not the rate of migration, which was also high in Austria,
Hungary, and Germany, or even ‘“proletarianization,” which was also taking
place in New York. The extraordinary thing about the social and economic
transformation of the Russian Jews was how ordinary it was by Western
standards. Pogroms, quotas, and deportations notwithstanding, the Russian Jews



were generally as keen on, and as successful at, becoming urban and modern as
their German, Hungarian, British, or American counterparts—which is to say,
much keener and much more successful at being capitalists, professionals, myth
keepers, and revolutionary intellectuals than most people around them.

The Jews had dominated the commercial life of the Pale for most of the
nineteenth century. Jewish banks based in Warsaw, Vilna, and Odessa had been
among the first commercial lending institutions in the Russian Empire (in the
1850s, Berdichev had eight active and well-connected banking houses). In 1851,
Jews had accounted for 70 percent of all merchants in Kurland, 75 percent in
Kovno, 76 percent in Mogilev, 81 percent in Chernigov, 86 percent in Kiev, 87
percent in Minsk, and 96 percent each in Volynia, Grodno, and Podolia. Their
representation in the wealthiest commercial elite was particularly strong: in
Minsk and Chernigov provinces and in Podolia, all “first guild” merchants
without exception (55, 59, and 7, respectively) were Jews. Most were involved
in tax-farming, moneylending, and trade (especially foreign trade, with a virtual
monopoly on overland cross-border traffic), but the importance of industrial
investment had been rising steadily throughout the century. Before the Great
Reforms, most of the industry in western Russia had been based on the use of
serf labor for the extraction and processing of raw materials found on noble
estates. Originally, Jews had been involved as bankers, leaseholders,
administrators, and retailers, but already in 1828-32, 93.3 percent of the
nonnoble industrial enterprises in Volynia (primarily wool and sugar mills) were
owned by Jews. Their reliance on free labor made them more flexible with
regard to location, more open to innovation, and ultimately much more efficient.
In the sugar industry, Jewish entrepreneurs had pioneered a system of forward
contracts, the use of extended warehouse networks, and the employment of
traveling salesmen working on commission. By the late 1850s, all serf-based
wool mills in the Pale of Settlement had gone out of business. Meanwhile,
Jewish entrepreneurs had been able to win lucrative government contracts by
speeding up their operations, relying on international connections for credit, and
organizing complex networks of trustworthy subcontractors.!”

The Russian industrialization of the late nineteenth century opened up new
opportunities for Jewish businessmen and benefited tremendously from their
financial backing. Among Russia’s greatest financiers were Evzel (Iossel)
Gabrielovich Gintsburg, who had grown rich as a liquor-tax farmer during the
Crimean War; Abram Isaakovich Zak, who had begun his career as Gintsburg’s
chief accountant; Anton Moiseevich Varshavsky, who had supplied the Russian
army with food; and the Poliakov brothers, who had started out as small-time



contractors and tax farmers in Orsha, Mogilev province.

Several Jewish financiers from Warsaw and Lodz formed the first Russian
joint-stock banks; Evzel and Horace Gintsburg founded the St. Petersburg
Discount and Loan Bank, the Kiev Commercial Bank, and the Odessa Discount
Bank; Iakov Solomonovich Poliakov launched the Don Land Bank, the
Petersburg-Azov Bank, and the influential Azov Don Commercial Bank; and his
brother Lazar was the main shareholder of the Moscow International Merchant
Bank, the South Russia Industrial Bank, the Orel Commercial Bank, and the
Moscow and Yaroslavl-Kostroma Land Banks. The father and son Soloveichiks’
Siberian Commercial Bank was one of Russia’s most important and innovative
financial institutions. Other prominent Russian financiers included the
Rafalovichs, the Vavelbergs, and the Fridlands. In 1915-16, when the imperial
capital was still formally closed to all but specially licensed Jews, at least 7 of
the 17 members of the St. Petersburg Stock Exchange Council and 28 of the 70
joint-stock bank managers were Jews or Jewish converts to Christianity. When
the merchant of the first guild Grigorii (Gersha Zelik) Davidovich Lesin arrived
in St. Petersburg from Zhitomir in October 1907 to open a banking house, it took
a special secret police investigation by two different agencies to persuade the
municipal authorities, who had never heard of him, to issue the licence. By 1914,
Lesin’s bank had become one of the most important in Russia.?’

Nor was finance the only sphere of Jewish business expertise. According to
the premier economic historian of Russian Jewry (and first cousin to Israeli
prime minister Yitzhak Rabin), Arcadius Kahan, “There was hardly an area of
entrepreneurial activity from which Jewish entrepreneurs were successfully
excluded. Apart from the manufacturing industries in the Pale of Settlement, one
could have encountered them at the oil wells of Baku, in the gold mines of
Siberia, on the fisheries of the Volga or Amur, in the shipping lines on the Dnepr,
in the forests of Briansk, on railroad construction sites anywhere in European or
Asiatic Russia, on cotton plantations in Central Asia, and so forth.”?!

The earliest, safest, most profitable, and ultimately the most productive
investment was directed toward railroad construction. Benefiting from the
example and direct financial backing of the Rothschilds, Pereires, Bleichroders,
and Gomperzes (as well as the budgetary munificence of the imperial
government, especially the War Ministry), some Russian-based Jewish bankers
built large fortunes while connecting disparate Russian markets to each other and
to the outside world. Consortia of Jewish financiers and contractors built the
Warsaw-Vienna, Moscow-Smolensk, Kiev-Brest, and Moscow-Brest lines
(among many others), while the “railroad king” Samuil Poliakov founded,



constructed, and eventually owned a number of private railroads, including the
Kursk-Kharkov-Rostov and the Kozlov-Voronezh-Rostov lines. According to H.
Sachar, “it was the initiative of Jewish contractors that accounted for the

construction of fully three-fourths of the Russian railroad system.”??

Other important areas of massive Jewish investment included gold mining,
commercial fishing, river transportation, and oil production. At the turn of the
twentieth century, the Gintsburgs controlled a large portion of the Siberian gold
industry, including the Innokentiev mines in Yakutia, Berezovka mines in the
Urals, the South Altai and Upper Amur concerns, and largest of them all, the
Lena goldfields (which they abandoned in 1912 after a scandal following the
massacre of striking miners). The Gessen brothers pioneered new insurance
schemes to expand their shipping business connecting the Baltic and the Caspian
seas. The Margolins reorganized the transportation system on the Dnieper. And
in the Caucasus oil industry, Jewish entrepreneurs were central participants in
the Mazut Company and the Batum Oil Association. The Rothschilds, who
backed both enterprises, went on to absorb them into their Shell Corporation.??

Many of these people competed fiercely with each other, dealt extensively
with non-Jewish businessmen and officials, and had varying attitudes toward
Judaism and the Russian state, but they obviously constituted a business
community that both insiders and outsiders recognized as such, more or less the
way Swann would. There was no Jewish master plan, of course, but there was, in
the Russian Empire and beyond, a network of people with similar backgrounds
and similar challenges who could, under certain circumstances, count on mutual
acknowledgment and cooperation. Like all Mercurians, the Jews owed their
economic success to strangeness, specialized training, and the kind of intragroup
trust that assured the relative reliability of business partners, loan clients, and
subcontractors. And like all Mercurians, they tended to think of themselves as a
chosen tribe consisting of chosen clans—and to act accordingly. Most Jewish
businesses (like the Armenian and Old Believer ones, among others) were family
businesses; the larger the business, the larger the family. The Poliakovs were
related to each other as well as to the Varshavskys and the Hirsches. The
Gintsburgs were related to the Hirsches, Warburgs, Rothschilds, Fulds, the
Budapest Herzfelds, the Odessa Ashkenazis, and the Kiev sugar king Lazar
Izrailevich Brodsky (“Brodsky himself,” as Sholem Aleichem’s Tevye used to

call him).?*
Indeed, even Tevye, as a member of the tribe, might be able to partake of

Brodsky’s wealth and fame—the way he might benefit from the largesse of his
Yehupetz customers or the advice of his Russian-educated writer friend (Sholem



Aleichem’s narrator). To quote Kahan again, Russia’s industrialization

actually widened the areas of choice for Jewish entrepreneurs. If few of
them actually built railroads, many established subcontracting enterprises
that supplied the railroad industry. If very few could enter oil production,
many could establish themselves in oil processing, transportation, and
marketing. If the basic chemicals required large capital outlays, smaller-
size operations and more specialized enterprises using basic chemicals
were open for Jewish entrepreneurship. Thus a large area for Jewish
entrepreneurial activity was made available and was stimulated by Russian

industrialization.??

For most Jews, especially the artisans, the collapse of the Jewish economic
niche in Eastern Europe meant emigration and proletarianization. For an
important minority—a much larger one than among most other groups—it stood
for new social and economic opportunities. In 1887 in Odessa, Jews owned 35
percent of factories, which accounted for 57 percent of all factory output; in
1900, half of the city’s guild merchants were Jews; and in 1910, 90 percent of all
grain exports were handled by Jewish firms (compared to 70 percent in the
1880s). Most Odessa banks were run by Jews, as was much of Russia’s timber
export industry. On the eve of World War 1, Jewish entrepreneurs owned about
one-third of all Ukrainian sugar mills (which accounted for 52 percent of all
refined sugar), and constituted 42.7 percent of the corporate board members and
36.5 percent of board chairmen. In all the sugar mills in Ukraine, 28 percent of
chemists, 26 percent of beet plantation overseers, and 23.5 percent of
bookkeepers were Jews. In the city of Kiev, 36.8 percent of all corporate
managers were Jews (followed by Russians at 28.9 percent). And in 1881 in St.
Petersburg (outside the Pale), Jews made up about 2 percent of the total
population and 43 percent of all brokers, 41 percent of all pawnbrokers, 16
percent of all brothel owners, and 12 percent of all trading house employees.
Between 1869 and 1890, the proportion of business owners among St.
Petersburg Jews grew from 17 percent to 37 percent.?

The “Jewish economy” was remarkable for its high rate of innovation,
standardization, specialization, and product differentiation. Jewish enterprises
tended to find more uses for by-products, produce a greater assortment of goods,
and reach wider markets at lower prices than their competitors. Building on
previous experience and superior training, utilizing preexisting “ethnic”
connections and cheap family labor, accustomed to operating on low profit



margins, and spurred on by (sometimes negotiable) legal restrictions, they were
—as elsewhere—better at being “Jewish” than most of their new-minted and still
somewhat reluctant competitors. In purely economic terms, their most effective
strategy was “vertical integration,” whereby Jewish firms “fed” each other
within a particular line, sometimes covering the entire spectrum from the
manufacturer to the consumer. Jewish craftsmen produced for Jewish
industrialists, who sold to Jewish purchasing agents, who worked for Jewish
wholesalers, who distributed to Jewish retail outlets, who employed Jewish
traveling salesmen (the latter practice was introduced in the sugar industry by
“Brodsky himself”). In many cases, including such Jewish specialties as the
marketing of sugar, timber, grain, and fish, the integrated cycle did not include
production and often ended with export, but the principle was the same.?’

Vertical integration is a very common Mercurian practice, used to great effect
by many “middleman minorities” in a variety of locations. In late imperial
Russia, where state-run industrialization did battle with a largely unreformed
rural economy, experienced Mercurians were in a particularly strong position to
benefit from the coming of capitalism. The official view was doubtless correct
even though it was official: in a world of universal mobility, urbanity, and
marginality, most Russian peasants and their descendants (who embodied the
“Orthodoxy” and “nationality” parts of the autocracy’s doctrine as well as the
“nation” of intelligentsia nationalism) were at an obvious disadvantage
compared to all literate service nomads and especially the Jews, who were by far
the most numerous, cohesive, exclusive, and urban of Russia’s Mercurians. By
the outbreak of the Great War, the tsar’s Jewish subjects were well on their way
to replacing the Germans as Russia’s model moderns (the way they had done in
much of East-Central Europe). If not for the relentless official restrictions (and
the fierce competitiveness and cultural prominence of the Old Believer
dissenters), early twentieth-century Russia would probably have resembled
Hungary, where the business elite was almost entirely Jewish.

The same was true of the other pillar of the modern state, the professionals.
Between 1853 and 1886, the number of all gymnasium students in the Russian
Empire grew sixfold. During the same period, the number of Jewish gymnasium
students increased by a factor of almost 50 (from 159, or 1.3 percent of the total,
to 7,562, or 10.9 percent). By the late 1870s, they made up 19 percent of the
total gymnasium population in the Pale of Settlement, and about one-third in the
Odessa school district. As the Odessa writer Perets Smolenskin wrote in the
early 1870s, “All the schools are filled with Jewish students from end to end,
and, to be honest, the Jews are always at the head of the class.” When the first



classical gymnasium opened in 1879 in Nikolaev (also in New Russia), 105 Jews
and 38 Christians enrolled.”® And when the narrator of Babel’s “The Story of
My Dovecot” passed his entrance exam to that gymnasium in 1905, old
“Monsieur Lieberman,” his Torah teacher,

gave a toast in my honor in the Hebrew language. The old man
congratulated my parents in this toast and said that I had vanquished all
my enemies at the exam, had vanquished the Russian boys with fat cheeks
and the sons of our coarse men of wealth. Thus in ancient times had David,
King of Judah, vanquished Goliath, and just as I had triumphed over
Goliath, so would our people by the strength of their intellect vanquish the
enemies who had encircled us and were thirsting for our blood. Having
said this, Monsieur Lieberman began to weep and, while weeping, took
another sip of wine and shouted “Vivat!”?’

The higher one moved within the expanding Russian education system, the
higher the proportion of Jews and the more spectacular their triumph over the
imperial Goliath and the Russian boys with fat cheeks. The share of Jewish
students in the gymnasia was greater than in the Realschulen, and their share in
the universities was higher than in the gymnasia (partly because many Jewish
children began their education in heders, yeshivas, or at home—with or without
the help of a Monsieur Lieberman). Between 1840 and 1886, the number of
university students in Russia increased sixfold (from 2,594 to 12,793). The
number of Jews among them grew over a hundred times: from 15 (0.5 percent of
the total) to 1,856 (14.5 percent). At Odessa University, every third student in
1886 was Jewish. Jewish women represented 16 percent of the students at the
Kiev Institute for Women and at Moscow’s Liubianskie Courses, 17 percent at
the prestigious Bestuzhev Institute, and 34 percent at the Women’s Medical
Courses in St. Petersburg.”

As elsewhere, the most popular careers were those in law and medicine. In
1886, more than 40 percent of the law and medical students at the universities of
Kharkov and Odessa were Jewish. In the empire as a whole, in 1889 Jews
accounted for 14 percent of all certified lawyers and 43 percent of all apprentice
lawyers (the next generation of professionals). According to Benjamin Nathans,
“during the preceding five years, 22% of those admitted to the bar and an
astounding 89% of those who became apprentice lawyers were Jews.” Jews
constituted 49 percent of all lawyers in the city of Odessa (1886), and 68 percent
of all apprentice lawyers in the Odessa judicial circuit (1890). In the imperial



capital, the proportion of Jewish lawyers was variously estimated at 22 to 42
percent, and of apprentice lawyers, at 43 to 55 percent. At the very top, 6 out of
12 senior lawyers chosen in the mid-1880s to lead seminars for apprentice
lawyers in St. Petersburg were Jews. The wave of quotas in the 1880s succeeded
in slowing down the Jewish advance in the professions but failed to halt it, partly
because a growing number of Jews went to German and Swiss universities, and
because some of them practiced illegally. Between 1881 and 1913, the share of
Jewish doctors and dentists in St. Petersburg grew from 11 and 9 percent to 17

and 52 percent.3!

Equally impressive and, in the European context, familiar, was the entry of
Jews into Russian high culture. The commercialization of the entertainment
market and the creation of national cultural institutions transformed a traditional
Mercurian specialty into an elite profession and a powerful tool of modern
mythmaking. The Rubinstein brothers founded the Russian Music Society and
both the Moscow and St. Petersburg conservatories; the Gnesin sisters created
the first Russian music school for children, and Odessa’s violin teacher, P. S.
Stoliarsky, or “Zagursky,” as Babel called him, “supplied prodigies for the
concert stages of the world. From Odessa came Mischa Elman, Zimbalist, and
Gabrilowich. Jascha Heifetz also began among us.” As did David Oistrakh,
Elizaveta Gilels, Boris Goldstein, and Mikhail Fikhtengolts, after Babel’s
departure from the city.’? “Zagursky ran a factory of child prodigies, a factory of
Jewish dwarves in lace collars and patent-leather shoes. He sought them out in
the slums of the Moldavanka and in the evil-smelling courtyards of the Old
Market. Zagursky would provide early instruction, after which children would be
sent to Professor Auer’s in St. Petersburg. In the souls of these tiny runts with
swollen blue heads there dwelt a powerful harmony. They became celebrated
virtuosi.”*3

Even more remarkable was the success of some scions of the Pale in the
world of visual arts (for which there was no Jewish tradition). Because Jewish
bankers became prominent as art patrons, Jewish faces became prominent on
Russian portraits (including some of the most canonical ones by Valentin Serov,
himself the son of a Jewish mother). But much more prominent in every way
were Jewish artists, or rather Russian artists of Jewish origin. Leonid Pasternak
from Odessa ranked with Serov as one of Russia’s most admired portraitists;
Léon Bakst (Lev Rozenberg, from Grodno) was the premier Russian stage
designer; Mark Antokolsky from Vilna was acclaimed as the greatest Russian
sculptor of the nineteenth century; and Isaak Levitan from Kibartai in Lithuania
became the most beloved of all Russian landscape painters (and still is). The



Kiev and Vitebsk prerevolutionary art schools produced at least as many
celebrated artists as Odessa did musicians (Marc Chagall, losif Chaikov, Ilya
Chashnik, EI Lissitzky, Abraham Manievich, Solomon Nikritin, Isaak
Rabinovich, Issachar Rybak, Nisson Shifrin, Alexander Tyshler, Solomon
Yudovin). Meanwhile, Odessa produced almost as many artists (including Boris
Anisfeld, Isaak Brodsky, Osip Braz, and Savely Sorin, in addition to Pasternak)
as it did musicians (or poets). And this not counting Natan Altman from
Vinnitsa, Chaim Soutine from Minsk, or David Shterenberg from Zhitomir. All
of these artists and musicians had to deal with anti-Jewish laws and sentiments,
and some of them left the Russian Empire for good. But probably most of them
would have agreed with the critic Abram Efros, who said, referring to
Shterenberg, that the best thing to do was “to be born in Zhitomir, study in Paris,
and become an artist in Moscow.” The Russian fin de siecle—literary as well as
artistic—is as difficult to imagine without the refugees from the “ghetto” as are
its German, Polish, or Hungarian counterparts.>*

Before one could become a Russian artist, however, one had to become Russian.
As elsewhere in Europe, the Jewish success in Russian business, the professions,
and the arts (often in that order within one family) was accompanied by a
mastery of the national high culture and an eager conversion to the Pushkin faith.
In St. Petersburg, the proportion of Jews who spoke Russian as their native
language increased from 2 percent in 1869 to 13 percent in 1881, to 29 percent
in 1890, to 37 percent in 1900, to 42 percent in 1910 (during the same period,
the share of Estonian-speaking Estonians grew from 75 to 86 percent, and
Polish-speaking Poles, from 78 to 94 percent). Jewish youths learned Russian by
themselves, in schools, from tutors hired by their parents, from mentors they met
in youth circles, and, in wealthy families, from their Russian nannies, who
would, in later recollections, become copies of Pushkin’s Arina Rodionovna.
Lev Deich’s father, for example, was a military contractor who made his fortune
during the Crimean War, performed Jewish rituals “for business purposes,” had
learned Russian by himself, spoke it “without an accent, and in appearance—a
broad flat beard, a suit, etc.—looked like a perfectly cultured person, a Great-
Russian or even a European entrepreneur.” His son, the famous revolutionary,
had a Polish governess, a “tutor in general subjects,” and, as a small child, a
Russian nanny “with pleasant features” whom “we children loved very much,
both for her kind, friendly nature and especially for the wonderful folktales she
told us.” Having graduated from a Russian gymnasium in Kiev, he became a



populist (a socialist millenarian by way of Russian nationalism) who believed
that “as soon as Jews began to speak Russian, they would, just as we had,
become ‘people in general,” ‘cosmopolites.” ” Many of them did.>>

Meanwhile, the students at the Vilna and Zhitomir rabbinical seminaries (after
1873, teacher training colleges) were being converted to the religion of the
Russian language even as they were being taught to be experts on things Jewish.
Joshua Steinberg, the renowned Hebrew scholar who taught at Vilna to a mostly
skeptical audience, had learned Russian, according to Hirsz Abramowicz, “from
the Synodical translation of the Bible, and throughout his life he used its archaic
sentence structure and distinctive biblical expressions when he spoke.” He spoke
it with “traces of a Jewish accent,” but he spoke it (and apparently nothing else)
with his family and in his classes, where students spent the bulk of their time
translating the texts of Isaiah and Jeremiah into Russian and then back into
Hebrew. The 1dea was to teach Hebrew, but the main result was to make Russian
available to countless heder-educated youngsters, the majority of whom never
enrolled in the seminary (while the majority of those who did never meant to
become rabbis). In the words of Abramowicz, “many of these impoverished
young autodidacts learned Russian from his Hebrew-Russian and Russian-
Hebrew dictionaries and from his grammar of the Hebrew language, written in
Russian, of which they often memorized entire pages.”>¢

Young Jews were not just learning Russian the same way they were learning
Hebrew: they were learning Russian in order to replace Hebrew, as well as
Yiddish, for good. Like German, Polish, or Hungarian in other high-culture
areas, Russian had become the Hebrew of the secular world. As Abram
Mutnikovich, a Bund theorist, put it: “Russia, the wonderful country. . . . Russia,
which gave mankind such a poet of genius as Pushkin. The land of Tolstoy. . . .”
Jabotinsky did not approve of the confusion of “Russian culture” with “the
Russian world” (including its “dreariness and philistinism”), but then Jabotinsky,
unlike Mutnikovich, spoke Russian as a native language, and the particular
confusion he was proposing (of Jewish biblical culture with the Jewish world)
was different from the Russian kind only to the extent that it was not pret-a-
porter and went more naturally with Swann’s nose, or the Jewish “hump,” as he
called it. It was Abraham Cahan, the future New York journalist, who seemed to
speak for most Jewish youngsters in the Pale when he described his most fateful
experience growing up in Vilna in the 1870s: “My interest in Hebrew
evaporated. My burning ambition became to learn Russian and thus to become
an educated person.” At about the same time, in the Biatystok Realschule, the

future “Dr. Esperanto” was writing a Russian tragedy in five acts.>’



Russian was the language of true knowledge and of “the striving for freedom”
(as the populist terrorist and Siberian ethnographer Vladmir Iokheleson put it). It
was a language, as opposed to the “words composed of unknown noises”—“a
language, and thus something rooted and self-assured.” Osip Mandelstam’s
mother had been saved by Pushkin: she “loved to speak and rejoiced in the
rootedness and the sound of Great-Russian speech, slightly impoverished by
intelligentsia conventions. Was she not the first in her family to master the clear
and pure Russian sounds?” His father, on the other hand, had barely emerged
from “the Talmudic thicket” and thus “had no language at all: just a kind of
tongue-tiedness and tonguelessness. It was a completely abstract, invented
language; the ornate and convoluted speech of an autodidact, in which ordinary
words are intertwined with the ancient philosophical terms from Herder, Leibniz,
and Spinoza; the overwrought syntax of a Talmudist; the artificial sentence not
always spoken to the end—whatever it was, it was not a language, either Russian
or German.” Learning how to speak proper Russian (or, for the previous
generation, German) meant learning how to speak. Abraham Cahan, who was
about the same age as Mandelstam’s father, remembered the thrill of becoming
articulate: “I felt the Russian language was becoming my own, that 1 was
speaking it fluently. I loved it.”38

A true conversion to a modern nationalism—and thus world citizenship—
could be accomplished only through reading. Speaking was a key to reading;
reading was a key to everything else. When F. A. Moreinis-Muratova, the future
regicide raised in a very wealthy traditional household, read her first Russian
book, she “felt like somebody who lived underground and suddenly saw a beam
of bright light.” All early Soviet memoirs (Moreinis-Muratova’s was written in
1926) travel from darkness to light, and most describe revelation through
reading. The Jewish ones (Soviet as well as non-Soviet and native as well as
nonnative speakers of Russian) are remarkable for their explicit emphasis on
language, on learning new words as a fundamental way of “striving for
freedom.” The Jewish tradition of emancipation through reading had been
extended to the emancipation from the Jewish tradition.>”

In Babel’s “Childhood. At Grandmother’s,” the little narrator did his studying
under his grandmother’s watchful eye.

Grandmother would not interrupt me, God forbid. Her tension, her
reverence for my work would make her face look foolish. Her eyes—
round, yellow, transparent—would never leave me. Whenever I turned a
page, they would slowly follow my hand. Anyone else would have found



her relentlessly observant, unblinking gaze very hard to take, but I was
used to it.

Then Grandmother would listen to me recite my lessons. It must be said
that she spoke Russian poorly, mangling words in her own peculiar way,
mixing Russian with Polish and Yiddish ones. She was not literate in
Russian, of course, and would hold the book upside down. But this did not
prevent me from reciting the lesson to her from beginning to end.
Grandmother would listen, understanding none of it, but the music of the
words was sweet to her, she was in awe of learning, believed me, believed
in me, and wanted me to become a “big man”—that was her name for a

rich man.*Y

The boy in the story was reading Turgenev’s “First Love.” And because
Turgenev’s “First Love” was the boy’s first love, Babel’s “First Love” was a
version of Turgenev’s, except that the boy was even younger. The woman he
loved was named Galina Apollonovna (daughter of Apollo), and she was happily
married to a young officer who had just returned from the Russo-Japanese war.

She could not take her eyes off her husband because she had not seen him
for a year and a half, but I dreaded that look and kept turning away and
trembling. In the two of them, I saw the wonderful and shameful life of all
the people in the world. I wanted to fall into a magic sleep so that I could
forget about this life that exceeded all my dreams. Galina Apollonovna
used to walk around the room with her hair down, wearing red slippers and
a Chinese robe. Beneath the lace of her low-cut gown one could see the
hollow between the top parts of her white, heavy, swollen breasts. Her
robe was embroidered with pink silk dragons, birds, and trees with gnarled
trunks.*!

Before he could partake of the “wonderful and shameful life of all the people
in the world,” however, he had to overcome his tonguelessness: the violent,
throat-stopping hiccups that came upon him the day his grandfather was
murdered, his father humiliated, and his doves smashed against his temple—the
day he felt such “bitter, ardent, and hopeless” love for Galina Apollonovna.

That first victory—over the “tongue-tiedness and tonguelessness,” Turgenev’s
“First Love,” and the “Russian boys with fat cheeks”—always came in due
course, usually at a gymnasium exam. In a kind of ecstatic Russian bar mitzvah,
Jewish adolescents recited specially selected sacred texts to mark their initiation



into the wonderful and shameful life of all the people in the world. Babel’s
narrator was examined by the teachers Karavaev and Piatnitsky. They asked him
about Peter the Great.

Everything I knew about Peter the Great I had memorized from Put-
sykovich’s textbook and Pushkin’s verses. I was reciting those verses in a
violent sob, when suddenly human faces came rolling into my eyes and
mixed themselves up like cards from a new deck. As they were shuffling
themselves in the back of my eyes, I shouted out Pushkin’s stanzas with all
my might, trembling, straightening up, hurrying. I kept shouting them for a
long time, and no one interrupted my demented muttering. Through a
crimson blindness, through the sense of freedom that had taken possession
of me, all I could see was Piatnitsky’s bent-down, old face, with its silver-
streaked beard. He did not interrupt me but merely said to Karavaev, who
was rejoicing for my sake and for Pushkin’s,

“What a people,” whispered the old man, “these little Jews of yours.
There’s a devil in them.”*?

Perhaps by coincidence, Samuil Marshak, the famous Soviet children’s writer,
drew the same question at his exam. He, too, chose to recite Pushkin’s verses,
possibly the same ones from “Poltava.”

I inhaled as deeply as I could and began not too loudly, saving my breath
for the heat of battle. It seemed to me that I had never heard my own voice
before.

In flares of dawn the east is burning
Along the ridges, down the dales

The cannon growl. With purple churning
The smoke of salvos skyward sails

And drapes the slanting sun in veils.

I had read these verses and recited them by heart over and over again at
home, although no one had ever assigned them to me. But here, in this
large room, they sounded clearer and more joyous than ever.

I was looking at the people seated at the table, and it seemed to me that,
just as I did, they saw before them the smoke-covered battlefield, the
flames from the salvos, and Peter on his steed.



A war-steed presently is brought;
High-bred, but docile to his weight,
As if it sensed the touch of fate,
The charger shudders; eyes athwart,
It struts amid the dust of battle,
Proud of the hero in its saddle.

No one interrupted me; no one asked me to stop. Triumphant, I recited the
victorious lines:

He bids the lords beneath his scepters,
Both Swede and Russian, to his tent;
And gaily mingling prey and captors
Lifts high his cup in compliment

To the good health of his “preceptors.”

I stopped. With Pushkin’s powerful help, I had defeated my indifferent
examiners.*>

Admitted to the life of all the people in the world, they had a whole world to
discover. And the world, as Galina Apollonovna’s robe suggested, contained
dragons, birds, gnarled trees, and countless other things that Apollonians called
“nature.” “What is it that you lack?” asked the copper-shouldered and bronze-
legged Efim Nikitich Smolich of Babel’s bewildered little boy, who wrote
tragedies and played the violin but did not know how to swim.

“Your youth is not the problem, it will pass with the years . . . What you
lack is a feeling for nature.”

He pointed with his stick at a tree with a reddish trunk and a low crown.
“What kind of tree is that?”

I did not know.

“What’s growing on that bush?”

I did not know that, either. We were walking through the little park next
to Aleksandrovsky Avenue. The old man poked his stick at every tree; he
clutched my shoulder every time a bird flew by and made me listen to the
different calls.

“What kind of bird is that singing?”

I was unable to reply. The names of trees and birds, their division into



species, the places birds fly to, where the sun rises, when the dew is
heaviest—all these things were unknown to me.*

Babel was a city boy. Abraham Cahan’s autobiographical narrator, who was
born in a small shtetl in rural Lithuania, did not know the names for daisies or
dandelions.

I knew three flowers but not by their names. There was the round, yellow,
brushlike blossom that turned into a ball of fuzz that could be blown into
the wind. Its stem had a bitter taste. There was the flower that had white
petals around a yellow button center. And the flower that looks like a dark
red knob. When I grew older I learned their Russian names and, in
America, their English names. But in that early time we didn’t even know
their Yiddish names. We called all of them “tchatchkalech,” playthings.*’

This was not something Zagursky could fix. This called for Efim Nikitich
Smolich, the Russian man who had a “feeling for nature” and could not stand the
sight of splashing little boys being pulled to the bottom of the sea by “the
hydrophobia of their ancestors—Spanish rabbis and Frankfurt money changers.”

In the athletic breast of this man there dwelt compassion for Jewish boys.
He presided over throngs of rickety runts. Nikitich would gather them in
the bug-filled hovels of the Moldavanka, take them to the sea, bury them
in the sand, do exercises with them, dive with them, teach them songs and,
roasting in the direct rays of the sun, tell them stories about fishermen and
animals. Nikitich used to tell the grown-ups that he was a natural
philosopher. The Jewish children would roll with laughter at his tales,
squealing and snuggling up to him like puppies. . . . I came to love that
man with the love that only a boy who suffers from hysteria and migraines
can feel for an athlete.*6

Most Pale of Settlement Jews who entered Russian life had their own mentors
of things Apollonian, guides into neutral spaces, and discoverers of “divine
sparks.” Babel the narrator had Efim Nikitich Smolich; Babel the writer had
Maxim Gorky (to whom “The Story of My Dovecot” is dedicated). Abraham
Cahan had Vladmir Sokolov, “the model of what man would be like when the
world would turn socialist” and the person who introduced him, “on the basis of
equality,” to “officers, students, several older persons and even a few ladies,
most of them gentiles.” Moreinis-Muratova had her parents’ tenant, a naval



officer who gave her Russian books and once took her to the theater to see an
Ostrovsky play (which impressed her so much she “thought of nothing else for
several months”). And the Yiddish poet Aron Kushnirov, along with so many
others, had World War 1.

It was so hard, but now it’s very easy,

It’s been so long, but I have not forgotten

The lessons I have learned from you, my tough old rabbi:
My sergeant major, Nikanor Ilyich!

Levitan had Chekhov; Bakst had Diaghilev; Leonid Pasternak had Tolstoy;
and Antokolsky and Marshak, among many others, had Vladmir Stasov. Russian
high culture was discovering the “powerful harmony” in the souls of Jewish
“runts” even as they were discovering Russian high culture—as their first love.
For Leonid Pasternak, Tolstoy embodied “the principle of love for one’s
neighbor”; for the sculptor Naum Aronson, the commission to make a bust of
Tolstoy was tantamount to joining the elect. “I had great hopes and ambitions but
would never have aspired to sculpt the gods—for that is what Tolstoy was for
me. Even to approach him seemed blasphemous.”*

He did sculpt him, however, carving out his own place in eternity as he did
so. Osip Braz painted the likeness of Chekhov that became the icon that every
Russian grows up with. Marshak was to his gymnasium teachers what Peter the
Great had been to his haughty Swedish “preceptors.” And Isaak Levitan became
the official interpreter of the Russian national landscape—and thus a true
national divinity in his own right.

Tolstoy was prepared to do his part. When Stasov told him about the young
Marshak’s great promise (of “something good, pure, bright, and creative”),
Tolstoy seemed doubtful: “Oh, these Wunderkinder!” As Stasov wrote to
Marshak:

I feel the same way; I, too, have been disappointed before. But this time I
defended and shielded my new arrival, my new joy and consolation! I told
him that, to my way of thinking, there was a real golden kernel here. And
my LEO seemed to incline his powerful mane and his regal eyes in my
direction. And then I told him: “Do this for me, for the sake of everything
that is sacred, great, and precious; here, take a look at this little portrait,
which I have just received, and let your gaze, by fixing on this young,
vibrant little face, be a long-distance blessing for him!” And he did as |



asked, and looked for a long time at the tender face of a child / young man
who is only beginning to live.*3

Not everyone could be anointed by a god, but there was no lack of would-be
godfathers and priests, as young Jewish men and women continued to join the
faith that most of them (including Abraham Cahan in New York) would profess
for the rest of their lives. Babel’s life, like everybody else’s, began on Pushkin
Street.

I stood there alone, clutching my watch, and suddenly, with a clarity such
as I had never experienced before, I saw the soaring columns of the Duma,
the illuminated foliage on the boulevard, and Pushkin’s bronze head
touched by a dim reflection of the moon. For the first time in my life, I saw
the world around me the way it really was: serene and inexpressibly

beautiful. 4’

Raisa Orlova’s mother, Susanna Averbukh, died in 1975, at the age of eighty-
five. As she lay dying, she asked her daughter to read some Pushkin to her. “I
read Pushkin. She started reciting along: line by line, stanza by stanza. She knew
these poems from her childhood, from her father. . . . Perhaps she had read

Pushkin to my father on their honeymoon?”>°

Converting to the Pushkin faith meant leaving the parental home. If the Russian
world stood for speech, knowledge, freedom, and light, then the Jewish world
represented silence, ignorance, bondage, and darkness. In the 1870s and 1880s,
the revolution of young Jews against their parents reached Russia—eventually in
the form of Marxism but most immediately as Freud’s family romance. The Jews
who shared Mandelstam’s reverence for the “clear and pure Russian sounds”
tended to share his horror of the “Judean chaos” of their grandmother’s
household.

She kept asking: “Have you eaten? Have you eaten?”—the only Russian
words she knew. But I did not like the old people’s well-spiced delicacies,
with their bitter almond taste. My parents had gone into the city. Every
now and then, my mournful grandfather and my sad, fussy grandmother
would try speaking with me, only to give up and ruftle their feathers like
little old birds in a huff. I kept trying to explain to them that I wanted to be



with my mother, but they did not understand. Then I attempted to represent
visually my desire to leave by using my middle and index fingers to
imitate walking across the table.

Suddenly, Grandfather opened a chest drawer and pulled out a black-
and-yellow shawl. He threw it over my shoulders, and made me repeat
after him words composed of unfamiliar noises. But then, annoyed by my
babble, he became angry and shook his head in disapproval. I felt
frightened and suffocated. I do not remember how my mother rescued
me.>!

Modernity meant universal Mercurianism under the nationalist banner of a
return to local Apollonianism. The Jews marched under the same (i.e., somebody
else’s) banner; for them, the joyous return to Russian togetherness meant a
permanent escape from the Jewish home. It meant becoming Apollonian—even
as they triumphed over the Russian boys with fat cheeks in the marketplace of
universal Mercurianism. Their image of home abandoned (regardless of whether
they ended up as socialists, nationalists, or trained specialists) was an abridged
version of the traditional Apollonian view of Jewish life as babbling, clannish,
bad-smelling, pointlessly intricate, lifelessly rational, relentlessly acquisitive,
and devoid of color. Babel’s grandmother in Odessa was far from Mandelstam’s
in Riga, but the staging is painfully familiar: “the darkening room,
Grandmother’s yellow eyes, her small figure wrapped in a shawl, bent and silent
in the corner, the hot air, the closed door . . .” And the dream of conquering the
world while remaining locked up: “ ‘Study,” she says with sudden vehemence.
‘Study, and you will achieve everything—wealth and fame. You must know
everything. All will prostrate and abase themselves before you. Everyone should
envy you. Don’t trust people. Don’t have any friends. Don’t give them any
money. Don’t give them your heart.” >

What matters is not whether Babel’s grandmother really said anything of the
sort; what matters is how Babel, Mandelstam, and so many others remembered
their grandmothers. Lev Deich believed that Jews provided ‘“sufficient reasons
for the hostility against them” because of their “preference for unproductive,
light, and more profitable occupations.” Vladmir Yokhelson, as a student at the
Vilna Rabbinical Seminary, considered Yiddish artificial, Hebrew dead, Jewish
traditions valueless, and Jews in general a “parasitical class.” 1. J. Singer, in The
Brothers Ashkenazi, represented Jewish religion and Jewish business as equally
“devious,” built on “snares, loaded questions, contradictions,” and mostly
concerned with “promissory notes, reparations, contamination, and purity.” And
Lev Trotsky was probably at his most orthodox as a Marxist when he said about



his father, David Bronstein: “The instinct of acquisitiveness, the petit-bourgeois
outlook and way of life—from these I sailed away with a mighty push, never to
return.” The life of all the people in the world did not include Jewish parents.
Babel’s “Awakening” ends in the same way as Trotsky’s: “Aunt Bobka held me
tightly by the hand, to make sure I did not run away. She was right. I was
plotting an escape.”>

Most such plots were successful because the jailers’ only weapon consisted of
monologues ‘“composed of unfamiliar noises.” Their language was -either
artificial or dead, and their children could not bring themselves to speak it, even
if they knew how. When Abraham Cahan was packing for his ‘“historic trip to
Petersburg,” his father, with whom he was not on speaking terms, came to help.
“I wanted to make peace with my father. But somehow I couldn’t. My aunt and
my mother pushed me toward him; my uncle pleaded with me. It was no good; |
couldn’t move from the spot.” Moreinis-Muratova’s father, an Odessa grain
exporter, was much more learned but equally impotent. “Leaving my blind father
so soon after he lost our mother was extraordinarily difficult, especially because
I loved and respected him very much. I knew that for him my departure would
be worse than my death, because it meant disgrace for the family. But I felt it
was my duty to leave home and earn my own living.”>*

Every Jewish parent was a King Lear. Jacob Gordin’s most famous New York
play was his 1898 The Jewish Queen Lear, based on his 1892 The Jewish King
Lear. By far the most successful production of Mikhoels’s State Jewish Theater
in Moscow was Shakespeare’s King Lear (1935). And of course the central text
of Yiddish literature, Sholem Aleichem’s Tevye the Milkman, is itself a version
of King Lear—as are countless family chronicles written in Tevye’s shadow.>”

Bound by the Bard, Jewish fathers were prey to their own foolishness.
According to Cahan, all Jewish families were unhappy in two different ways:
“There were the families in which children addressed their parents as ‘tate’ and
‘mama.’ In the other group, parents were called ‘papasha’ and ‘mamasha,’ and it
was these families that sent their boys to receive the new, daring, gentile
education.” As G. A. Landau put it,

How many Jewish parents of the bourgeois or townsman classes did not
watch with sympathy, often pride, or at least indifference how their
children were being branded with one of the assorted brands of one of the
assorted revolutionary-socialist ideologies? . . . In fact, they themselves
were products of the grandiose cultural and domestic revolution that had
brought them, within one or two generations, from an Orthodox shtetl in



Lithuania or a Hasidic one in Poland to a Petersburg bank or district court,
a Kharkov shop or dental office, the stock exchange or a factory.

They did not even have to travel very far. Cahan’s pious and penniless father
was no “papasha,” and all he had done was move twenty miles from Podberezy
to Vilna, and yet he, too, made in 1871 the “astounding decision” to send his son
to the state-run rabbinical school, knowing full well “that in that school all
teaching was in Russian, that all the students were bareheaded and that along
with the teachers they were clean-shaven and wrote and smoked on the Holy
Sabbath. To send a youngster to the Rabiner school could only mean ‘to turn him
into a goy.” ” Had he known what he was doing? Cahan did not know. ““ *Tis the
time’s plague that madmen lead the blind”—or so Landau would imply, writing
in postrevolutionary exile as an anti-Bolshevik Russian “intelligent” of Jewish
extraction. Cahan himself, however, never regretted either his father’s decision
or his own departure from home (even as he bemoaned, time and again, his
emigration from Russia to America). Neither did Deich, Babel, Yokhelson,
Moreinis-Muratova, or her brother, M. A. Moreinis, who had left their blind
father one day before she did. To say nothing of Trotsky, and perhaps even
Trotsky’s parents, who felt “ambivalent” as they sat at his trial in 1906. “I was an
editor of newspapers, the chairman of the soviet, and I had a name as a writer.
The old couple were impressed by all this. Over and over again, my mother tried

to talk to the defense lawyers, hoping to hear more flattering things about me.”>%

Even Tevye the Milkman, in his darkest hour, was not sure. His daughter
Chava had married a “gentile,” and he had done the right thing by mourning her
death and pretending “there had never been any Chava to begin with.” But then
again,

“What are you doing, you crazy old loon?” I asked myself. “Why are you
making such a production of this? Stop playing the tyrant, turn your wagon
around, and make up with her! She is your own child, after all, not some
street waif . . .”

I tell you, I had even weirder thoughts than that in the forest. What did
being a Jew or not a Jew matter? Why did God have to create both? And if
He did, why put such walls between them, so that neither would look at the
other even though both were his creatures? It grieved me that I wasn’t a
more learned man, because surely there were answers to be found in the
holy books . . .>’



The answers were, indeed, found in the holy books, but not the ones Tevye
had in mind. The Jewish refugees from home were not just becoming students,
artists, and professionals; they—including most students, artists, and
professionals—were becoming members of the “intelligentsia.”

The Russian intelligentsia was a community of more or less unattached
intellectuals trained to be urban moderns in a rural empire; raised to be
“foreigners at home” (as Herzen put it); suspended between the state and the
peasants (whom they called “the people”); sustained by transcendental values
revealed in sacred texts; devoted to book learning as a key to virtuous living;
committed to personal righteousness as a condition for universal redemption;
imbued with a sense of chosenness and martyrdom; and bound together by
common rites and readings into fraternal “circles.” They were, in other words,
Puritans possessed by the spirit of socialism, Mercurians of recent Apollonian
descent, the wandering Jews of Russian society. Homeless and disembodied,
they were the People of the Book prophesying the end of history, chosen to bring
it about, and martyred for both the prophesy and the chosenness. In this “ghetto
of divine election,” as the poetess Marina Tsvetaeva put it, “every poet is a Yid.”

Never more so than in the 1870s and 1880s, when the actual Pale of
Settlement Jews were beginning to migrate from one chosen people to another.
Growing rapidly as a result of the democratization of the education system,
underemployed by an economy that was growing much less rapidly, thwarted by
an ancien régime that remained unrelentingly autocratic, outraged by the
incompleteness of the Great Reforms and at the same time terrified at the
prospect of their success (which would result in a prosaic and retarded
embourgeoisement), the intelligentsia was in the grips of an intense messianic
expectation of a popular revolution.

Populism was a poor man’s socialism, a violent response to a modernity that
had not yet arrived. The universal brotherhood that was supposed to supplant
capitalism was to be realized by the Russian peasant, whose very unfamiliarity
with capitalism was a mark of election. The intellectuals, “spoilt for Russia by
Western prejudices and for the West by Russian habit,” would vindicate
themselves and save the world by fusing their Western prejudices with Russian
popular habit. Socialism was the reward for Russian nationalism. And Russian
nationalism, in the case of the Russian intelligentsia, stood for a “bitter, ardent,
and hopeless” devotion to the Russian peasants.

Few passions are as bitter, ardent, and hopeless as the love of repentant
Mercurians for their Apollonian neighbors. The members of the intelligentsia—
like the Jews—saw the “people” as their opposites: heart to their head, body (and



soul) to their mind, simplicity to their complexity, spontaneity to their
consciousness, rootedness to their rootlessness. This relationship—often
expressed in erotic terms—could be represented as mutual repulsion or perfect
complementarity. The era of Populism, for both Russian and Jewish secular
intellectuals, was a time of longing for an ecstatic and redemptive union with the
“people.” Tolstoy’s self-reflexive Olenin, in The Cossacks, loves his “statuesque
beauty” Maryanka, with her “powerful breasts and shoulders,” as ardently and as
hopelessly as Babel’s hiccuping boy loves Galina Apollonovna. Or is it Babel’s
boy who loves Maryanka? By the time the civil war came, Babel was admiring
the beauty of the Cossacks’ “gigantic bodies” as ardently as Tolstoy had admired
his “tall, handsome” Lukashka’s “warlike and proud bearing.” But perhaps not
as hopelessly . . .>°

There was one more thing the Russian radicals and Jewish fugitives had in
common: they were at war with their parents. Starting in the 1860s, the inability
of “fathers and sons” (“fathers and children,” in Turgenev’s original Russian
title) to talk to each other became one of the central themes in intelligentsia
culture. Nowhere else did the rebellious Jewish youngsters meet as many like-
minded peers as they did in Russia. Having abandoned their own blind fathers
and “sad, fussy” mothers, they were adopted by the large fraternities of those
who had left behind their gentry, priestly, peasant, and merchant parents.
Hierarchical, patriarchal, circumscribed families were being replaced by
egalitarian, fraternal, and open-ended ones. The rest of the world was to follow
suit.

All modern societies produce “youth cultures” that mediate between the
biological family, which is based on rigidly hierarchical role ascription within
the kinship nomenclature, and the professional domain, which consists, at least
in aspiration, of equal interchangeable citizens judged by universalistic
meritocratic standards. The transition from son to citizen involves a much
greater adjustment than the transition from son to father. Whereas in traditional
societies one is socialized into the “real world” and proceeds to move, through a
succession of rites of passage, from one ascriptive role to another, every modern
individual is raised on values inimical to the ones that prevail outside. Whatever
the rhetoric within the family and whatever the division of labor between
husbands and wives, the parent-child relationship is always asymmetrical, with
the meaning of each action determined according to the actor’s status. Becoming
a modern adult is always a revolution.®?

There are two common remedies for this predicament. One is nationalism,
with the modern state posing as a family complete with founding fathers,



patriotism, a motherland, brothers-in-arms, sons of the nation, daughters of the
revolution, and so on. The other is membership in a variety of voluntary
associations, of which youth groups are probably the most common and effective
precisely because they combine the ascription, solidarity, and intense intimacy of
the family with the choice, flexibility, and open-endedness of the marketplace.
What happened in late imperial Russia was that large numbers of young people
who had been raised in patriarchal families and introduced to Western socialism
rebelled against Russia’s backwardness and Western modernity at the same time.
They saw both evils as their own (“spoilt” as they were “for Russia by Western
prejudices and for the West by Russian habit”), and they saw both of them as
strengths, for that very reason. They were going to save the world by saving
themselves because Russia’s backwardness was the most direct route to Western
socialism—either because it was so communal or because, as Lenin would later
discover, it was “the weakest link in the chain of imperialism.” Suspended
between the illegitimate patriarchies of the family and autocracy, they created a
durable youth culture imbued with intense millenarian expectation, powerful
internal cohesion, and a self-worship so passionate it could be consummated
only through self-immolation. For Russia’s young intellectuals, the halfway
house of a generation had become a temple dedicated to eternal youth and
human sacrifice.®!

These were the neutral spaces—or the “little islands of freedom,” as one
participant called them—that most Jews entered as they made their way down
Pushkin Street. Russia had fewer salons, museums, stock exchanges,
professional associations, dental offices, and coffeechouses than the West; their
social significance was limited, and Jewish access to them was made difficult by
legal handicaps. The temple of youth, on the other hand, was both very large and
genuinely welcoming. Jews were appreciated as Jews: a few revolutionaries
interpreted the pogroms of the early 1880s as the expression of legitimate
popular resentment against exploitation, but the dominant intelligentsia view was
that most Jews belonged among the insulted and the injured—and thus among
the virtuous. S. Ia. Nadson, the most commercially successful Russian poet of
the nineteenth century, “grew up apart from that disparaged nation,” to which, he
thought, his ancestors had belonged,

But when your foes, like packs of vicious hounds,
Are tearing you apart, consumed by greed and hate,
I’1l humbly join the ranks of your determined fighters,
A nation scorned by fate!



Nadson died of consumption when he was twenty-five years old—for
“beautiful are the thorns of suffering for humanity.” His fame lasted into the
early twentieth century, and so did his image of a Jew weighed down by “the
burden of woes” and the “futile expectation of deliverance.” The more visible
the Jews became as bankers, brokers, doctors, lawyers, students, artists,
journalists, and revolutionaries, the more focused Russian highbrow literature
became on Jews as victims of abuse. For Chekhov, Uspensky, Garin-
Mikhilovsky, Gorky, Andreev, Sologub, Korolenko, Kuprin, Staniukovich,
Artsybashev, Briusov, Balmont, Bunin, and countless others (whatever their
private ambivalence), the members of the “disparaged nation” had come out of
Gogol’s “Overcoat,” not Gogol’s Taras Bulba (which had attempted to transfer
to high culture the rhetoric of Cossack resentment). There were some dignified
old men with silver beards and some beautiful Rebeccas with fiery eyes, but the
overwhelming majority were pathetic but irrepressible victims of insult and
injury. Jews were not “the people,” but they were good people.®?

Overall, however, Jews were as marginal to the Russian literary imagination as
“the Jewish question” was to the ambitions of most Jewish converts to Pushkin
and/or the revolution. Most Jews joining reading circles, Russian schools, secret
societies, and friendship networks sought admission—and were welcomed—not
as Jews but as fellow believers in Pushkin and the revolution, fellow Mercurians
longing for Apollonian harmony, fellow rebels against patriarchy, and fellow
sufferers for humanity.

In the small towns of the Pale of Settlement, secular education often began at
home or in all-Jewish reading circles, sometimes led by a student in the role of
the yeshiva rabbi. “I remember as if it were today,” wrote one circle participant,
“with what remarkable feeling of fear and awe I and other students sat on a
wooden bench near a large brick oven that was hardly warm. Opposite us, at a
table, sat a young man of twenty-seven or twenty-eight.” As another memoirist
said of her circle leader, “his knowledge was unlimited. I believed that, were
there only a few more like him, one could already begin the revolution.” The
main subjects were the Russian language, Russian classical literature, and a
variety of socialist texts, mostly Russian but also translations from English and
German. Better Russian led to more and more reading, and reading usually led to
an epiphany similar to the one the future revolutionary M. 1. Drei experienced
upon reading D. I. Pisarev’s “Progress in the World of Plants and Animals™:



All the old, traditional views that I had uncritically accepted as a child
evaporated like smoke. The world lay before me, simple and clear, and |
was standing in the midst of that world, serene and self-confident. There
was nothing mysterious, frightening, incomprehensible left in the world
for me, and I thought, like Goethe’s Wagner, that I knew a great deal
already and would in due course know everything . . . It seemed to me that
there were no gaps in my worldview, that doubts and hesitations were no
longer possible, and I had found, once and for all, firm ground to stand
on..

Now, looking back [in 1926 in Moscow], I realize that that was the best
time of my life. Never again would I experience the kind of intense
exhilaration that is produced by the first awakening of the mind and the

first revelation of truth.3

With the help of an awakened mind, European dress, fluency in Russian, and
another, often non-Jewish, mentor, large numbers of Jewish autodidacts and
circle veterans moved into one of the “little islands of freedom” within the
Russian radical youth culture (where they met, among others, the Russian-
speaking children of previous migrants). “They talked to me as to an equal!”
wrote Abraham Cahan. “As if I were one of their own! No distinction between
Jew and gentile! In the spirit of true equality and brotherhood!” The circles’
cause, whatever their particular brand of socialism, was to remake the world in
their own image, to topple all fathers and usher in the kingdom of eternal youth.

Life took on new meaning. Our society was built on injustices that could
be erased. All could be equal. All could be brothers! Just as all were equal
and brothers in Volodka’s home. It could be done! It must be done! All
must be ready to sacrifice even life itself for this new kind of world.

I divided the world into two groups: “they” and “we.” 1 looked on
“them” with pity and scorn. I thought of any friend of mine who was one
of “them” as an unfortunate being. At the same time my new belief
brought out my better nature, made me more tolerant, led me to speak
gently even when mixing scorn with sympathy. A kind of religious ecstasy
took hold of me. I did not recognize my former self.%*

Mandelstam’s mother, “the first in her family to master the clear and pure
Russian sounds,” was in Vilna at about the same time: a bit more literary and
less revolutionary, perhaps, but could one really tell the difference?



The never-ending literary toil, the candles, the applause, the lit-up faces;
the circle of a generation and, at the center, the altar—the lecturer’s desk
with its glass of water. Like summer insects over an incandescent lamp, the
whole generation shriveled and burned in the flame of literary celebrations
festooned with allegorical roses, each gathering having the feel of a cult
performance and an expiatory sacrifice for the generation. . . .

The eighties in Vilna as my mother remembered them. It was the same
everywhere: sixteen-year-old girls trying to read John Stuart Mill, while at
public recitals luminous personalities with bland features were playing the
latest pieces by the leonine Anton, leaning heavily on the pedal and dying
out on the arpeggios. But what actually happened was that the
intelligentsia, with its Buckle and Rubinstein, led by luminous
personalities and moved by a holy fool’s recklessness, turned resolutely
toward self-immolation. The People’s Will martyrs, with Sofia Perovskaia
and Zheliabov, burned in full view, like tall tar-coated torches, and the
whole of provincial Russia with its “student youth” smouldered in
sympathy. Not a single green leaf was to be left untouched.®’

In the 1870s and 1880s, some of the rhetoric of self-sacrifice and equality was
overtly Christian. O. V. Aptekman, whose father was “one of the pioneers of
Russian education among the Jews of Pavlodar,” found both the Gospel and the
“people,” in the shape of Parasha Bukharitsyna, “the radiant image of a peasant
girl,” in the Pskov province in 1874. “I was a socialist, and Parasha a Christian,
but emotionally we were alike; 1 was ready for all kinds of sacrifices, and she
was all about self-sacrifice. . . . And so my first pupil, Parasha, accepted my
interpretation of the Gospel and became a socialist too. I was in a state of
exaltation, which was to some extent religious; it was a complex and rather
confused mental state, in which a genuine socialist worldview coexisted with the
Christian one.”%

Solomon Vittenberg, according to his disciple M. A. Moreinis, was a
promising Talmudist when, at the age of nine, he learned Russian and persuaded
his parents to let him attend the Nikolaev gymnasium. In August 1879, on the
night before his execution for an attempt on the life of Alexander II and one day
after his refusal to convert to Christianity, he wrote to his friends (most of whom
were young Jewish rebels):

Dear friends! Naturally, I do not want to die. To say that I am dying
willingly would be a lie on my part. But let this circumstance not cast a



shadow on my faith or on the certainty of my convictions. Remember that
the highest example of the love of humanity and self-sacrifice was,
undoubtedly, the Savior. Yet even he prayed, “Take this cup away from
me.” Consequently, how can I not pray for the same thing? Like him, I tell
myself: If no other way is possible, if for the triumph of socialism it is
necessary that my blood be shed, if others can make the transition from the
present order to a better one only by trampling over our dead bodies, then
let our blood be shed, let it redeem humanity—for I do not doubt that our
blood will fertilize the soil from which the seed of socialism will sprout
and that socialism will triumph, and triumph soon. This is my faith. Here
again | recall the words of the Savior: “Truly, I say unto you, not many of
those present here relish death as the coming of the heavenly kingdom”—
of this I am convinced as much as I am convinced that the earth moves.
And when I climb the scaffold and the rope tightens around my neck, my
last thought will be: “And still it moves and nothing in the world can stop
its movement.”®’

Over the next four decades, direct references to religion among
revolutionaries became less frequent, the image of the peasant girl became less
radiant, and even the Nadson cult had trouble outliving Mandelstam’s mother’s
youth, but the fire of self-sacrifice kept burning, and the combination of
universal salvation, violence, and Galileo remained meaningful—until it
hardened into Marxism.

The switch of allegiance in some (not all!) intelligentsia quarters from
Populism to Marxism (beginning in the 1890s) involved a reallocation of
redeemer status from the Russian peasant to the international proletariat. Urban
collectivism and vertical cityscape replaced rural communalism and horizontal
pastoral as the reflection of future perfection, and the angular male worker
replaced the peasant girl (or the often feminized—"rotund”—peasant man) as
the intellectual’s corporal better half. Universal Mercurianism was going to be
defeated not by traditional Apollonianism but by Mercurianism itself—or rather,
by its quasi-Apollonian bastard child. The proletariat of the Marxist iconography
was peculiar in that it was undeniably Apollonian and thus desirable (heart to the
intelligentsia’s head, body to its soul, spontaneity to its consciousness), while
being just as undeniably Mercurian and thus modern (rootless, homeless,
global). Eventually, Lenin would transform Marxism into a real social force by
taking it halfway back to Populism: modern socialism was possible in backward
Russia both in spite and because of its backwardness.



For the Jewish rebels, the fall from grace of the Russian peasant opened up
new opportunities. Marxism (especially of the Menshevik variety) proved
popular because it was consistent with the world of equality and brotherhood
most young Jews wished to join, and possibly because it seemed to allow for the
inclusion of the “Jewish masses” (none of whom qualified as peasants) among
the saviors and the saved. Indeed, Bundism—the Yiddish-language Marxism
aimed at the “Jewish Street”—built on the latter proposition to create an
influential blend of Marxism and nationalism, whereby the Russian-educated
Jewish intelligentsia would embrace the Jewish people and lead them to
liberation either by teaching them Russian or by transforming Yiddish into a
sacred language, with Sholem Aleichem as Pushkin. The Bund prospered briefly
in the least urbanized and Russified parts of the Pale, where it tended to appeal
to the secularized Jews who had not yet entered the all-Russian youth culture,
but ultimately it could not compete with universalist (Russian or Polish)
Marxism or Hebrew-based nationalism. Neither Marxism nor nationalism made
much sense without a state.®

The Jewish nationalism that did offer a solution to the state problem was, of
course, Zionism, which had the added advantage of proposing a vision of a
consistently Apollonian Jewishness complete with warrior honor and rural
rootedness. Spurred by the pogroms of 1903—06, Zionism succeeded in creating
a radical youth culture comparable to the Russian one in its cohesion, asceticism,
messianism, commitment to violence, and self-sacrificial fervor. Still, it attracted
far fewer Jews, and the emigration to Palestine remained tiny compared to the
exodus for America (characterized by low levels of income and secular
education) and the big cities of the Russian Empire (shaped by government
regulations and the high-culture hierarchy to favor the wealthier and the more
educated). Zionism appealed to the young and the radical, but most of the young
and the radical seemed to prefer “no distinction between Jew and gentile, in the
spirit of true equality and brotherhood.”

As time went on, this preference seemed to grow stronger. The spread of
industrialization and secularization resulted in greater Russification, and greater
Russification almost invariably led to world revolution, not nationalism. As
Chaim Weizmann, himself a graduate of the Pinsk Realschule, wrote to Herzl in
1903,

In western Europe it is generally believed that the large majority of Jewish
youth in Russia is in the Zionist camp. Unfortunately, the opposite is true.
The larger part of the contemporary younger generation is anti-Zionist, not



from a desire to assimilate as in Western Europe, but through revolutionary
conviction.

It is impossible to calculate the number of victims, or describe their
character, that are annually, indeed daily, sacrificed because of their
identification with Jewish Social Democracy in Russia. Hundreds of
thousands of very young boys and girls are held in Russian prisons, or are
being spiritually and physically destroyed in Siberia. More than 5,000 are
now under police surveillance, which means the deprivation of their
freedom. Almost all those now being victimized in the entire Social
Democratic movement are Jews, and their number grows every day. They
are not necessarily young people of proletarian origin; they also come
from well-to-do families, and incidentally not infrequently from Zionist
families. Almost all students belong to the revolutionary camp; hardly any
of them escape its ultimate fate. We cannot enter here into the many
factors, political, social, and economic, that continuously nourish the
Jewish revolutionary movement; suffice to say that the movement has
already captured masses of young people who can only be described as
children.

Thus, during my stay in Minsk, they arrested 200 Jewish Social
Democrats, not one of whom was more than 17 years old. It is a fearful
spectacle, and one that obviously escapes West European Zionists, to
observe the major part of our youth—and no-one would describe them as
the worst part—offering themselves for sacrifice as though seized by a
fever. We refrain from touching on the terrible effect this mass-sacrifice
has upon the families and communities concerned, and upon the state of
Jewish political affairs in general. Saddest and most lamentable is the fact
that although this movement consumes much Jewish energy and heroism,
and is located within the Jewish fold, the attitude it evidences towards
Jewish nationalism is one of antipathy, swelling at times to fanatical
hatred. Children are in open revolt against their parents.®’

Not all those victimized “in the entire Social Democratic movement” were
Jews, of course, but it is true that Jewish participation in the Russian “mass-
sacrifice” was very substantial in absolute terms and much larger than the Jewish
share of the country’s population. The Jews did not start the revolutionary
movement, did not inaugurate student messianism, and had very little to do with
the conceptual formulation of ‘“Russian Socialism” (from Herzen to
Mikhailovsky), but when they did join the ranks, they did so with tremendous



intensity and in ever growing numbers. No history of Russian radicalism is
conceivable without the story of the Jewish children’s “open revolt against their
parents.”

In the 1870s, the overall Jewish share in the Populist movement probably did
not exceed 8 percent, but their participation in the student “pilgrimage to the
people” circles (the “Chaikovtsy”) was much greater. According to Erich
Haberer,

Jews comprised a staggering 20 per cent of all Chaikovtsy (that is, 22 out
of 106 persons) who were definitely members or close associates of the
organization in St. Petersburg, Moscow, Odessa, and Kiev. A breakdown
by circles shows that they were well represented in each of these cities
with 11 per cent in St. Petersburg, 17 per cent in Moscow, 20 per cent in
Odessa, and almost 70 per cent in Kiev. Even more striking is the fact that
in the persons of Natanson, Kliachko, Chudnovsky, and Akselrod they
were the founders and for some time the leading personalities of these
circles. This means that 18 per cent of Jewish Chaikovtsy (four out of

twenty-two) belonged to the category of leaders.”°

In the 1880s, Jews made up about 17 percent of all male and 27.3 percent of
all female activists of the People’s Will party, and about 15.5 percent and 33.3
percent of all male and female defendants at political trials. In the peak years of
1886—89, the Jews accounted for between 25 and 30 percent of all activists, and
between 35 and 40 percent of those in southern Russia. The influential Orzhikh-
Bogoraz-Shternberg group, centered in Ekaterinoslav and known for its
uncompromising commitment to political terror, was more than 50 percent
Jewish, and in the remarkable year of 1898, 24 out of 39 (68.6 percent) political
defendants were Jews. Over the two decades 1870-90 Jews made up about 15
percent of all political exiles in Irkutsk province and 32 percent of those in
lakutsk province (probably up to half in the late 1880s). According to the
commander of the Siberian military district, General Sukhotin, of the 4,526
political deportees in January 1905, 1,898 (41.9 percent) were Russians and
1,676 (37 percent) were Jews.”!

With the rise of Marxism, the role of Jews in the Russian revolutionary
movement became still more prominent. The first Russian Social Democratic
organization, the Group for the Emancipation of Labor, was founded in 1883 by
five people, two of whom (P. B. Axelrod and L. G. Deich) were Jews. The first
Social Democratic party in the Russian Empire was the Jewish Bund (founded in



1897). The First Congress of the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party
(RSDLP) was convened in 1898 in Minsk, at the initiative and under the
protection of the Bund activists. At the party’s Second Congress in 1903 (which
included the Bund delegates), Jews made up at least 37 percent of the delegates,
and at the last (Fifth) congress of the united RSDLP in 1907, about one-third of
the delegates were Jews, including 11.4 percent of the Bolsheviks and 22.7
percent of the Mensheviks (and five out of the eight top Menshevik leaders).
According to the Provisional Government’s commissar for the liquidation of
tsarist political police abroad, S. G. Svatikov, at least 99 (62.3 percent) of the
159 political émigrés who returned to Russia through Germany in 1917 in
“sealed trains” were Jews. The first group of 29 that arrived with Lenin included
17 Jews (58.6 percent). At the Sixth (Bolshevik) party Congress of July—August
1917, which had a larger representation of grassroots domestic organizations, the
Jewish share was about 16 percent overall, and 23.7 percent in the Central
Committee.”?

Only in German-dominated Latvia, where nationalist resentment, workers’
strikes, and a peasant war coalesced into a single movement under the aegis of
the Bolsheviks, did the proportion of revolutionaries in the total population
sometimes exceed the Jewish mark. (Antistate activism among Poles,
Armenians, and Georgians was not as high but still substantially higher than
among Russians because of the way national and social movements reinforced
cach other.) The Jewish reinforcement was of a different kind: similar to the
Russian intelligentsia variety but much more widespread and uncompromising, it
consisted in the simultaneous rejection of parental authority and autocratic
paternalism. Most Jewish rebels did not fight the state in order to become free
Jews; they fought the state in order to become free from Jewishness—and thus
Free. Their radicalism was not strengthened by their nationality; it was
strengthened by their struggle against their nationality. Latvian or Polish
socialists might embrace universalism, proletarian internationalism, and the
vision of a future cosmopolitan harmony without ceasing to be Latvian or Polish.
For many Jewish socialists, being an internationalist meant not being Jewish at
all.”?

The Russian Social Democrats, too, were fighting a lonely fight. Having
rejected the Russian state as the prison-house of nations, declared war on
Russian industrialization as both too brutal and too slow, given up on the
Russian “people” as too backward or not backward enough, and placed their bets
on a world revolution manufactured in Germany, they were perfectly “self-
hating” in the Chaadaev tradition of the Russian intelligentsia. And yet, in most



cases, their rebellion against their fathers did not quite amount to patricide. The
children might reject their parents’ religion, habits, attachments, and possessions,
but no one seriously proposed switching to the German language or tearing
down Pushkin House, the true temple of national faith. Even Lenin believed that
Tolstoy was “the mirror of the Russian Revolution” and that Russia’s inadequacy
might yet prove the world’s salvation.

Large numbers of Jewish socialists (following the decline of the Bund after
1907, probably the majority) were more resolute and more consistent. Their
parents—Ilike Marx’s—represented the worst of all possible worlds because they
stood for backwardness and capitalism at the same time. Socialism, for them,
meant (as Marx put it) the “emancipation from haggling and from money, i.c.
from practical, real Judaism.” Most radical Jewish memoirists remembered
struggling with the twin evils of tradition and “acquisitiveness”: as far as they
were concerned, the Jewish tradition was about acquisitiveness, and
acquisitiveness stripped of the Jewish tradition was distilled capitalism, i.e.,
“practical, real Judaism.” The Jews, as a group, were the only true Marxists
because they were the only ones who truly believed that their nationality was
“chimerical”; the only ones who—Ilike Marx’s proletarians but unlike the real
ones—had no motherland.

There is nothing specific to Russia about any of this, of course—except that
the scale was much greater; the transition from the ghetto to the “life of all the
people in the world” more abrupt; and the majority of neutral spaces small,
barred, or illegal. The Jews were becoming modern faster and better than were
Russian society, the Russian state, or indeed anybody else in Russia. This means
that even under a liberal dispensation, the scarcity of neutral spaces would have
affected them more than any other group. But the Russian regime was not
liberal, and the fact that the Jews were legally excluded from some of those
spaces meant that an even larger proportion ended up joining the “little islands of
freedom.” Anti-Jewish legislation did not start the “Revolution on the Jewish
Street” (which often preceded any exposure to the outside world and was
directed against Jewishness, not against anti-Jewish legislation), but it
contributed a great deal to its expansion and radicalization. What is remarkable
about Jewish disabilities is not that they were worse than those of the Kirgiz, the
Aleut, or indeed the Russian peasants, but that they were resented so much by so
many. Unlike the Kirgiz, the Aleut, and the peasants, the Jews were moving
successfully into elite institutions—only to encounter restrictions based on
criteria they considered unfair (punishing success) or obsolete, and thus unfair
(religion). The Jewish students, entrepreneurs, and professionals saw themselves



as their colleagues’ equals or betters, yet they were being treated like the Kirgiz,
the Aleut, or the peasants. Those who made it anyway protested against
discrimination; many of the others preferred world revolution.

But the Jews were not just the most revolutionary (along with the Latvians)
national group in the Russian Empire. They were also the best at being
revolutionaries. As Leonard Schapiro put it, “It was the Jews, with their long
experience of exploiting conditions on Russia’s western frontier which adjoined
the pale for smuggling and the like, who organized the illegal transport of
literature, planned escapes and illegal crossings, and generally kept the wheels of
the whole organization running.”’*

As early as the mid-1870s, according to the People’s Will operative Vladimir
Yokhelson,

Vilna became the main conduit for Petersburg’s and Moscow’s contacts
with other countries. To transport books shipped through Vilna,
Zundelevich would go to Koenigsberg, where he would meet with the
medical student Finkelstein, who was the representative of the
revolutionary presses from Switzerland and London. Finkelstein used to
study at our rabbinical seminary but had emigrated to Germany in 1872,
when an illegal library was found in the seminary’s boarding
school. . . . Our border connections were used to transport not only books,
but also people.”?

The Jewish revolutionary and educational networks—of people, books,
money, and information—were similar to the traditional commercial ones.
Sometimes they overlapped—as when students who were also revolutionaries
crossed borders and stayed at the houses of their businessmen uncles; when the
American soap (Naphtha) millionaire, Joseph Fels, underwrote the Fifth
Congress of the RSDLP; or when Alexander Helphand (Parvus), himself both a
revolutionary and a millionaire, arranged Lenin’s return to Russia in 1917. There
was no master plan behind any of this, needless to say, but the fact that the
overwhelming majority of ethnically Jewish revolutionaries in the Russian
Empire were raised in self-consciously Jewish homes meant that they had
acquired some traditional Mercurian skills.

Nor were mobility and secrecy the only traditional Mercurian skills that
served the cause of the revolution. Most members of radical circles devoted
themselves to the study of sacred texts, revered proficient interpreters of the
scriptures, adapted everyday behavior to doctrinal precepts, debated fine points



of theory, and divided the world between righteous insiders and lost or
malevolent outsiders. Some were better at this than others: the children of
intelligentsia parents had been raised on similar commitments, and so had the
Jews (Christian dissenters, whom some revolutionary ideologists considered
promising recruits, showed no interest in conversion). Even the poorest Jewish
artisans joining little islands of freedom had an advantage over nonelite
Apollonians because they were converting from one highly literate culture to
another, from one debating society to another, from one chosen people to
another, from traditional Mercurianism to the modern kind. In all the
revolutionary parties, Jews were particularly well represented at the top, among
theoreticians, journalists, and leaders. In Russia, as elsewhere in Europe, the
Jews were at least as successful at questioning the Modern Age as they were at
promoting it.

The remarkable rise of the Jews made a strong impression on Russian society.
Highbrow fiction may not have noticed, but many newspapers did, as did various
public intellectuals, professional associations, state agencies, political parties
(after 1905), and, of course, all those who took part in the anti-Jewish urban riots
(pogroms). Everyone agreed that Jews had a special affinity for the Modern Age,
and most believed that it was a bad thing.

The reasons for the affinity were familiar. As I. O. Levin wrote ruefully in
1923, “One of the paradoxes of the Jewish fate is undoubtedly the fact that the
same rationalism that was one of the causes of their outstanding role in the
development of capitalism was also the cause of their no less outstanding
participation in the movements directed against capitalism and the capitalist
order.””®

It was a bad thing because (a) the Modern Age, including both capitalism and
revolution, was a bad thing, and (b) Jewish preeminence was a bad thing. As K.
Pobedonostsev, the tutor and adviser of the last two tsars, wrote to Dostoevsky in
1879, “they have undermined everything, but the spirit of the century supports
them.” And as Dostoevsky, in his “Diary of a Writer,” wrote to the whole
reading public in 1877, the spirit of the century equaled “materialism, the blind,
insatiable desire for personal material prosperity, the thirst for personal
accumulation of money at all costs.” Humans had always been that way, “but
never before have these desires been proclaimed to be the highest possible
principle with as much frankness and insistence as in our nineteenth century.”



Jews may or may not have caused this revolution (Dostoevsky’s fiction seemed
to suggest that they had not), but they were, he insisted, its truest and most
dedicated apostles. “In the very work the Jews do (the great majority of them, at
any rate), in their very exploitation, there is something wrong and abnormal,
something unnatural, something containing its own punishment.””’

Most Jewish rebels agreed with Dostoevsky regarding both the Modern Age
(capitalism) and the Jewish role (acquisitiveness). Their remedy—world
revolution—was a part of the disease as Dostoevsky had diagnosed it, but their
aspiration—radical fraternity—was of course very similar to Dostoevsky’s own
vision of true Christian brotherhood. If the Jews were “possessed,” so was
Dostoevsky—and so were most of the Zionists, who agreed with Dostoevsky
that the Modern Age was destroying the original brotherhood, that the diaspora
Jewish society was abnormal and unnatural, and that world revolution was a
dangerous chimera. Jabotinsky, like Weizmann, was greatly distressed by the
overrepresentation of Jews among Russian socialists. The fact that most
revolutionary agitators whom he saw during the “Potemkin days” of 1905 in the
port of Odessa were “familiar types with their big round eyes, big ears, and
imperfect ‘r’s” was a bad thing because only true national prophets were capable
of leading the masses and because a revolution in somebody else’s nation was

not worth “the blood of our old men, women, and children.”’®

Most non-Jewish rebels agreed with Dostoevsky regarding capitalism but not
(at least not publicly) regarding the Jews, whom they tended to represent
exclusively as victims. In the world of the Russian revolutionary intelligentsia,
nations were incomplete moral agents: they had virtues and vices, rights and
duties, accomplishments and transgressions, but they did not have coherent or
comprehensive means of atonement, remorse, penance, or retribution.
Membership in a social class, which involved an element of free will, was more
of a moral act than membership in a nation. One could, therefore, call for violent
retribution against the bourgeoisie or endorse the assassination of anonymous
state officials, but one could not, in good conscience, advocate collective
responsibility for nations (formal war being a possible exception). Social guilt
was a common and virtuous sentiment; national guilt a murky and distasteful
one. Antibourgeois bigotry was an oxymoron; national bigotry was, in theory, a
taboo (because it was a bourgeois vice). Or rather, it was a vice most of the time,
and a virtual taboo with regard to the Jews. Anti-Germanism was taken for
granted insofar as it expressed wartime patriotism and a general dislike of the
homo rationalisticus artificialis; anti-Tatarism (from bloodthirsty history books
to ironic portrayals of janitors) was noticed only by Tatars; and the routine



attribution of permanent negative traits to various ethnic groups (especially the
“Eastern” ones) was a perfectly acceptable means of cultural and moral self-
identification. Only the Jews were (most of the time) off-limits—partly because
so many of the revolutionary intellectuals’ comrades (some of their best friends)
were Jews or former Jews, partly because Jews were victims of state persecution,
but mostly (since there were other ethnic victims of state persecution who were
not off-limits) because they were both fellow elite members and victims of state
persecution. They were, uniquely, both remote and near. They were (still)
internal strangers.

One reason why Jews were victims of state persecution was that so many of
them were becoming elite members. Many of the state officials and leaders of
professional associations who presided over Russia’s modernization and
generally associated the Modern Age with prosperity, enlightenment, liberty, and
meritocratic fairness, were disturbed by the extraordinary rate of Jewish
accomplishment and Jewish radicalism. Speaking in Kherson in 1875, the
minister of enlightenment D. A. Tolstoy declared that the only meaningful
educational criterion was academic performance. “Our gymnasia should produce
aristocrats, but what sort? Aristocrats of the mind, aristocrats of knowledge,
aristocrats of labor. God grant that we might have more such aristocrats.” In
1882, the same official, as minister of internal affairs, wrote to the tsar
commenting on both the Jewish love of learning and the Jewish role in
revolutionary activities. By 1888, Tolstoy had become a champion of anti-Jewish
admissions quotas. Similarly, the chair of the Governing Council of the St.
Petersburg bar and Russia’s most prominent lawyer, V. D. Spasovich, who
believed in liberal meritocracy as a matter of principle, proposed corporate self-
policing when it was revealed, in 1889, that out of 264 apprentice lawyers in the
St. Petersburg judicial circuit, 109 were Russian Orthodox and 104 were Jews.
“We are dealing with a colossal problem,’ he said, “one which cannot be solved
according to the rules of cliché liberalism.”””

Spasovich’s problem was possible government intervention. The
government’s problem was, as the finance minister Kokovtsev put it in 1906,
that “the Jews are so clever that no law can be counted on to restrict them.” And
the main reason they needed to be restricted (according to most high government
officials) was that they were so clever. To the extent that tsarist Russia was still a
traditional empire, in which each faith and estate performed its own function, the
Jews did not fit in because their function was now universal. And to the extent
that Russia was a modernizing society with important oases of “cliché
liberalism,” the Jews did not fit in because they were so successful. In order to



“open careers to talent,” liberalism has to assume the interchangeability of
citizens. In order to ensure or simulate such interchangeability, it has to employ
nationalism. In order to succeed as a creed, it has to remain innocent of the
paradox involved. Throughout Europe, Jews revealed the unacknowledged
connection between liberal wuniversalism and ethnic nationalism by
demonstrating talent without becoming interchangeable. In late imperial Russia,
which was inching fitfully from ascriptive traditionalism to cliché liberalism,
they became the perfect symbol of why the former was untenable and the latter
dangerous.%

It was as such a symbol of perilous cleverness that Jews were killed, maimed,
and robbed during the urban riots in the Pale in the final half-century of the
empire’s existence. The Odessa pogrom of 1871 was started by local Greeks,
who were losing the competition over trade monopolies, but most of the
perpetrators—then and later, as violence increased—were day laborers and other
recent migrants from rural areas, who seemed to be losing the competition over
modern life. To them, the Jews were the alien face of the city, the wielders of the
invisible hand, the old Mercurian stranger turned boss. They were still dangerous
traders, one way or another, but their ways were even more mysterious, and
many of their children were revolutionaries—the very people, that is, who
openly assaulted the sacred but outdated symbols of Apollonian dignity and
ascendance: God and Tsar.?!

When, in 1915, Maxim Gorky published a questionnaire on the “Jewish
problem,” the most common response was summarized by a reader from Kaluga:
“The congenital, cruel, and consistent egoism of the Jews is everywhere
victorious over the good-natured, uncultured, trusting Russian peasant or
merchant.” According to the vox populi from Kherson, the Russian peasant
needed to be defended from the Jews because he was still “at an embryonic,
infantile stage of development,” and according to “U., a peasant,” “Jews should
undoubtedly receive equal rights but gradually and with great caution, not right
away, or before long half of the Russian land, if not all of it, along with the
ignorant Russian people, will pass into Jewish slavery.” The reserve soldiers D.
and S. proposed one solution: “Jews should be given a separate colony, or they’ll
reduce Russia to nothing.” A “Mr. N.” proposed another: “My Russian opinion is
that all Jews should be wiped off the face of the Russian Empire and that’s the
end of it.”%?

As everywhere in modern Europe, Jews were vulnerable as triumphant
Mercurians without a special ghetto license. In Russia, more than anywhere else,
the uprooted Apollonians lacked the rhetorical and legal protection of liberal



nationalism—the reassurance that the new state belonged to them even as it
seemed so alien; that modernization and homelessness were their gain, not loss;
that universal Mercurianism was in fact revitalized Apollonianism. The
protection the peasant migrants to the cities did receive (in the form of anti-
Jewish restrictions) tended to be mostly counterproductive. The cities of the Pale
were dominated by Jews, and more and more of their children, kept there by
force and excluded ineffectively from neutral spaces, were joining the rebellion
against God and Tsar.

The ones who paid the price were people like Babel’s narrator’s father, a
small shopkeeper who was robbed and humiliated the day his little boy felt such
bitter, ardent, and hopeless love for Galina Apollonovna.

Through the window I could see the deserted street with the vast sky above
it and my father with his red hair walking down the road. He did not have
a hat, and his thin, flyaway red hair was sticking up; his paper shirtfront
was all askew and fastened by the wrong button. Vlasov, an eternally
drunken workman in wadded soldier’s rags, followed closely on my
father’s heels.

“Don’t you see,” he was saying in a hoarse, earnest voice, while
touching my father gently with his hands, “We don’t need freedom if it
gives the Jews freedom to haggle . . . Just give the working man a little bit
of life’s brightness for his toil, for all this terrible hugeness . . . Just give
him some, friend, just give him some, okay . .”

The workman kept touching my father and imploring him about
something, while on his face, flashes of pure drunken inspiration alternated
with dejection and sleepiness.

“We should all live like the Molokans,” he muttered, as he swayed on
his unsteady legs, “we’ve got to live like the Molokans, but without that
Old-Believer God of theirs. It’s only the Jews who profit from him, the
Jews and nobody else . . . ”

And Vlasov started shouting in wild desperation about the Old-Believer
God who had taken pity only on the Jews. Wailing and stumbling, Vlasov
was still chasing after that mysterious God of his, when a Cossack
mounted patrol appeared in front of him.

The Cossacks ignored both of them—the drunken pursuer who felt like a
victim and begged his prey for mercy, and the tormented victim whose son was
triumphing over the Russian boys with fat cheeks even as they were beating



Jewish old men. The Cossacks “sat impassively in their high saddles, riding
through an imaginary mountain pass and disappearing from view as they turned
into Cathedral Street.” The little boy was in Galina Apollonovna’s kitchen.
Earlier that day, he had been hit in the temple by a legless cripple with “a coarse
face composed of red meat, fists, and iron.” He had been hit with the very dove
he had bought to celebrate his admission to the gymnasium. Owning doves had
been the dream of his life. His dovecote had been built for him by his
grandfather, Shoil, who had been murdered earlier that day.

A goose was frying on the tiled stove; the walls were lined up with pots
and pans; and next to the pans, in the cook’s corner, was Tsar Nicholas,
decorated with paper flowers. Galina washed off the remains of the dove
that had dried on my cheeks.

“You’ll grow up to be a bridegroom, my pretty little one,
kissing me on the mouth with her full lips and turning away.®?
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she said,

Babel’s narrator would, indeed, grow up to consummate his love for a
Russian woman. But Galina Apollonovna was not the only Russian who loved
him. There was Efim Nikitich Smolich, in whose athletic breast “there dwelt
compassion for Jewish boys,” and Piatnitsky, the old gymnasium inspector who
loved Jewish boys for their love of Pushkin. When, after the exam, Babel’s little
boy “began to wake up from the convulsion of his dreams,” he found himself
surrounded by some “Russian boys.”

They seemed to want to push me around or perhaps just to play, but then
Piatnitsky suddenly appeared in the corridor. As he passed me he halted
for a moment, his frock-coat flowing down his back like a slow, heavy
wave. I glimpsed confusion in that vast, fleshy, lordly back of his, and
approached the old man.

“Children,” he said to the schoolboys, “I want you to leave this boy
alone,” and he put his plump, tender hand on my shoulder.5*

And then there were those—a small minority—who did not pity the Jews for
their weakness and their love of old Russia but admired them for their strength
and their iconoclasm—those who welcomed the rise of the Modern Age and
praised the Jews for bringing it about. They were the Marxists—the only
members of the Russian intelligentsia who despised the Russian peasant and the
Russian intelligentsia as much as they despised “rotten” liberalism. For them, the



Modern Age stood for the transformation—by means of a more or less
spontaneous universal patricide—of a city that was symmetrical, bountiful, and
wicked into a city that was symmetrical, bountiful, and radiant. There were
going to be no tribes under communism, of course, but there was no getting
away from the fact that, in the Russian tradition, the symmetrical city, good or
bad, was a German creature, and that the Jews, in the words of one of Gorky’s
correspondents, were “a German auxiliary mechanism.”® What truly made a
Bolshevik was not adherence to a particular dogma but an eager and unequivocal
preference for Stolz over Oblomov—except that by the early twentieth century
the iconic Stolz might very well be Jewish, not German (or he might be both,
one being an auxiliary mechanism of the other). Germans still loomed larger
than anybody else, but the Jews had their own special claim on urban virtue. As
A. Lunacharsky summed up the story,

Jews lived everywhere as strangers, but they introduced their urban
commercial skills into the different countries of their diaspora and thus
became the ferment of capitalist development in countries with lower,
circumscribed, peasant culture. This is the reason why the Jews, according
to the best students of human development, contributed to an extraordinary
degree to progress, but this is also the reason why they drew upon
themselves the terrible fury of, first, the lowly peasants, whom the Jews
had exploited as traders, usurers, etc., and, second, of the bourgeoisie,
which had emerged from the same peasantry.®¢

Lenin was not particularly interested in Jewish history. For him, what
capitalism did was “replace the thick-skulled, boorish, inert, and bearishly
savage Russian or Ukrainian peasant with a mobile proletarian.” Proletarians had
no motherland, of course, and there was no such thing as a “national culture,”
but if one had to think of mobile proletarians in ethnic terms (as the Bund
“philistines” were forcing one to), then the Jews—unlike the Russians and
Ukrainians—were very good candidates because of the ‘“great, universally
progressive traits in Jewish culture: its internationalism and its responsiveness to
the advanced movements of the age (the percentage of Jews in democratic and
proletarian movements is everywhere higher than the percentage of Jews in the
total population).” All advanced Jews supported assimilation, according to
Lenin, but it is also true that many of the ‘“great leaders of democracy and
socialism” came from “the best representatives of the Jewish world.” Lenin
himself did, through his maternal grandfather, although he probably did not
know it. When his sister, Anna, found out, she wrote to Stalin that she was not



surprised, that “this fact” was “another proof of the exceptional ability of the
Semitic tribe,” and that Lenin had always contrasted “what he called its
‘tenacity’ in struggle with the more sluggish and lackadaisical Russian
character.” Maxim Gorky, too, claimed that Lenin had a soft spot for “smart
people” and that he had once said, “A smart Russian is almost always a Jew or
somebody with an admixture of Jewish blood.”?’

We do not know whether Lenin actually said this, but we know that Gorky
did, on numerous occasions. In the 1910s, Gorky was Russia’s most celebrated
writer, most revered prophetic voice, and most articulate and passionate
Judeophile. He was not a member of the Bolshevik party, but he was close to the
Bolsheviks where it counted: in his love of the mobile proletarian and his
loathing for the Russian and Ukrainian peasant—*“savage, somnolent, and glued
to his pile of manure” (as Lenin put it elsewhere). Gorky was even more of a
Nietzschean than most Bolsheviks: all tradition and religion stood for slavery
and mediocrity, and the only proletarian worthy of the name was the
etymologically correct proletarian, who embodied absolute freedom because he
produced nothing but children (proles). The only force capable of releasing the
Promethean proletarian from the fetters of “leaden” philistinism was revolution,
and the greatest revolutionaries in history had been the Jews.®8

“The old, thick yeast of humanity, the Jews have always forced the spirit to
rise by stirring up restless, noble ideas and inspiring people to seek a better life.”
Endowed with a “heroic” idealism, “all-probing and all-scrutinizing,” the Jews
have saved the world from submissiveness and self-satisfaction.

This idealism, which expresses itself in their tireless striving to remake the
world according to the new principles of equality and justice, is the main,
and possibly the only, reason for the hostility toward Jews. They disturb
the peace of the satiated and self-satisfied and shed a ray of light on the
dark sides of life. With their energy and enthusiasm, they have given
people the gift of fire and the tireless pursuit of truth. They have been
rousing nations, not letting them rest, and finally—and this is the main
thing!—this idealism has given birth to the scourge of the powerful; the
religion of the masses, socialism.

Nowhere, according to Gorky, were the Jews needed as desperately and, for
that very reason, treated as badly as in Russia, where somnolence (Oblomovism)
was a treasured national trait, and the transition “from the swamp of oriental
stagnation to the broad avenues of Western European culture” a particularly



painful challenge. The Jewish prohibition “of all idle pleasure not based on
work” is “precisely what we, Russians, lack.” For “deep in the soul of every
Russian, lord or peasant, there lives a small and nasty devil of passive
anarchism, which instills in us a careless and indifferent attitude toward work,
society, the people, and ourselves.” The more evident is the fact that “the Jews
are better Europeans than the Russians,” and that, “as a psychological type, they
are culturally superior to, and more beautiful than, the Russians,” the greater the
resentment of the somnolent and the self-satisfied.

If some Jews manage to find more profitable and beneficial places in life,
it is because they know how to work, how to bring excitement to the labor
process, how to “get things done” and admire action. The Jew is almost
always a better worker than the Russian. It is not something to get mad
about; it is something to learn from. In the matter of both personal gain
and service to society, the Jew invests more passion than the long-winded
Russian and, in the final analysis, whatever nonsense anti-Semites may
talk, they do not like the Jew because he is obviously better, more

dexterous, and more capable than they are.®’

The concept “self-hate” assumes that the unrelenting worship of one’s ethnic
kin is a natural human condition. To adopt the term for a moment, all national
intelligentsias are self-hating insofar as they are—by definition—dissatisfied
with their nation’s performance relative to other nations or according to any
number of doctrinal standards. Gorky’s version—the bitter, ardent, and hopeless
love of self-described Apollonians for beautiful Mercurians—was becoming
increasingly common as more and more “passive anarchists” discovered the
powerful but elusive charms of the Modern Age. Inseparable from nationalism
(self-love), it was as painful and fragile an infatuation as the one that Mercurians
had for Apollonians. The principal attributes of each side (heart/mind, body/soul,
stability/mobility, and so on) never changed, but the intensity of mutual
fascination increased dramatically—especially in Russia, where the local
Apollonians were almost as unprotected by modern state nationalism as the
traditional Mercurians were. To put it differently, the Jewish predicament in the
age of universal Mercurianism was that they found themselves not only the best
among equals but also the only ones without the cover of state nationalism
(make-believe Apollonianism). The Russian predicament was that they found
themselves not only the worst of all large European aspirants but also the only
ones under an unreformed ancien régime (which comforted them not by calling
them brothers but by insisting that they were eternal children). The result was



love as well as hate: Gorky the self-hating Apollonian loved the Jews as much as
Babel the self-hating Jew loved Galina Apollonovna.

The Great War spelled catastrophe for most of Russia’s Mercurians. The war
among nation-states proved disastrous not only for states without nations (the
Russian, Austro-Hungarian, and Ottoman empires), but also for nations without
states, especially those that lived as Mercurian strangers among other nations.
Fathers and sons (patriarchal empires) did worse than brothers (liberal nation-
states), and those who had no family connection to their state did worst of all.

On the Caucasus front, the Ottoman massacres of Armenians and Assyrians
led to the influx into Russia of large numbers of refugees, some of whom were
later deported internally. But most refugees on Russian territory were entirely of
Russia’s own making. Over the course of the war, more than a million residents
of the Russian Empire defined as alien on the basis of citizenship, nationality, or
religion were forcibly expelled from their homes and subjected to deportation,
internment, hostage taking, police surveillance, and confiscations of property,
among other things. The overwhelming majority of them were Russian Germans
and Jews, who were seen as potentially disloyal because of their ethnic
connection to enemy subjects, but also—as in the case of the Ottoman
Armenians—because they were visible and successful Mercurians. The most
widely advertised part of the campaign against them was conducted under the
banner of the struggle against “German dominance” in the economy and
included the liquidation of firms with “enemy-subject” connections. Anti-Jewish
and anti-German pogroms were a regular part of wartime mobilization. The
largest of them—in terms of popular participation and financial damage—was
the anti-German riot in Moscow on May 26-29, 1915, which resulted in the
destruction of about eight hundred company offices and apartments. The
common perception that the imperial court (along with its state, style, and
capital) was in some sense German played an important part in its final downfall
two years later.””

Total wars are won by modern nations, and modern nations consist of
fraternal native sons. The tsarist state attempted to create a cohesive family by
removing “nonnatives” without making meaningful concessions on the fraternity
(equality of citizens) front. One result of this policy was the demise of the tsarist
state. Another was the end of the special role of Germans as Russia’s principal
Mercurians. The third was the collapse of the Pale of Settlement and the



emergence of the Jews as the Mercurians of a new multinational empire.

The Russian Revolution was a combination of popular uprisings, religious
crusades, ethnic wars, colonial conquests, and clashing coalitions. One part of
the mix was the Jewish Revolution against Jewishness. Wartime massacres and
deportations accompanied by the militarization of apocalyptic millenarianism—
anarchist, nationalist, and Marxist—transformed the decades-old rebellion of
Jewish children into a massive revolution. During Russia’s Time of Troubles of
1914-21, most Jews hid, fled, or moved; tens of thousands were killed. But
among those who took up arms, the majority did not stay to defend their parents’
lives and property. They had universal brotherhood to fight for.”!

When Babel’s narrator arrived with the Red Cavalry in Galicia, he found
“eyeless, gap-toothed” synagogues “squatting on the barren earth™; “narrow-
shouldered Jews loitering mournfully at the crossroads”; “hunched-shouldered
Jews in waistcoats standing in their doorways like bedraggled birds”; and the all-
pervasive smell of sour feces and rotten herring. “The shtetl stinks in the
expectation of a new era, and walking through it, instead of human beings, are
faded outlines of frontier misfortunes.”

It was there, in the “stifling captivity” of Hasidism, among “the possessed, the
liars, and the idlers” at the court of “the last rebbe of the Chernobyl dynasty,”
that he discovered the true prophet of the last exodus.

Behind Gedali’s back, I saw a youth with the face of Spinoza, the powerful
brow of Spinoza, and the faded face of a nun. He was smoking and
shivering like a runaway prisoner who has just been returned to his cell.
Suddenly, ragged Reb Mordche [“a hunchbacked old man no taller than a
boy of ten”’] crept up to him from behind, tore the cigarette from his mouth
and darted back toward me.

“That’s Elijah, the Rebbe’s son,” Mordche wheezed, as he brought close
to me the bleeding flesh of his exposed eyelids, “the accursed son, the last
son, the disobedient son . . .”

And Mordche shook his small fist at the young man and spat in his
face.”?

This is act 1 of the Jewish Revolution as portrayed by the prophet’s “brother,”
himself a prophet whose “stories were meant to outlive oblivion.””> Another
brother—the official “Young Communist Poet” Eduard Bagritsky (Dziubin)—
remembered his own childhood:



They tried to dry it out with their matzos,
They tried to trick it with their candlelight.
They shoved its face into their dusty tablets,
Those gates that would remain forever shut.
The Jewish peacocks on the chairs and sofas,
The Jewish milk forever going sour,

My father’s crutch, my mother’s lacy cap—
All hissed at me:

You wretch! You wretch!

Their love?

But what about their lice-eaten braids,

Their crooked, jutting-out collar bones,
Their pimples, their herring-smeared mouths,
The curve of their horselike necks.

My parents?

But growing old in twilight,

Hunchbacked and gnarled, like savage beasts
The rusty Jews keep shaking in my face
Their stubble-covered fists.

“You outcast! Pick up your miserable suitcase,
You’re cursed and scorned!

Get out!”

I’m leaving my old bed behind:

“Get out?”

I will!

Good riddance!

I don’t care!”*

He did get out—as did Elijah and, of course, Babel and his hero. What they
found outside, after 1917, was much bigger than the wonderful and shameful life



of all the people in the world; much bigger than Pushkin, Galina Apollonovna,
and the little islands of freedom. What they found was the first of the twentieth
century’s Wars of Religion, the last war to end all wars, the Armageddon on the
eve of eternity.

For those who wished to fight, there was but one army to join. The Red Army
was the only force that stood earnestly and consistently against the Jewish
pogroms and the only one led by a Jew. Trotsky was not just a general or even a
prophet: he was the living embodiment of redemptive violence, the sword of
revolutionary justice, and—at the same time—Lev Davydovich Bronstein,
whose first school had been Schufer’s heder in Gromoklei, Kherson province.
The other Bolshevik leaders standing closest to Lenin during the civil war were
G. E. Zinoviev (Ovsei-Gersh Aronovich Radomyslsky), L. B. Kamenev
(Rosenfeld), and Ya. M. Sverdlov.”

These were effects, not causes; icons of a much larger truth. The vast majority
of Bolshevik party members (72 percent in 1922) were ethnic Russians; the
highest rate of overrepresentation belonged to the Latvians (although after
Latvia’s independence in 1918, Soviet Latvians became a largely self-selected
political émigré community); and none of the prominent Communists of Jewish
background wanted to be Jewish. Which is precisely what made them perfect
heroes for rebels like Eduard Bagritsky, who did not want to be Jewish, either.
Trotsky declared his nationality to be “Social Democratic,” and that was the
nationality the Bolsheviks represented and Bagritsky fought for: “So that the
unyielding earth / Would be drenched in blood, / And a brand-new virgin youth /
Sprout up from the bones.” Of those fighting on the bones of imperial Russia,
the Bolsheviks were the only true priests at the temple of eternal youth, the only
crusaders for universal brotherhood, the only party where Eduard Bagritsky and

Elijah Bratslavsky could feel at home.”®

When Babel’s narrator next saw him, Elijah the Red Army soldier was dying
from his wounds.

“Four months ago, on a Friday evening, Gedali the junk salesman brought
me to your father, Rebbe Motale, but you were not in the Party then,
Bratslavsky.”

“I was in the Party then,” the boy replied, clawing at his chest and
writhing in fever, “but I could not abandon my mother . . .”
“And now, Elijah?”

“In a revolution, a mother is but an episode,” he whispered softly. “My
letter came up, the letter B, and our Party cell sent me to the front. . . .”



“And you landed in Kovel, Elijah?”

“I ended up in Kovel!” he screamed out in desperation. “The damned
kulaks broke through our defenses. I took command of a scratch regiment,
but it was too late. I didn’t have enough artillery. . . .”

Elijah breathed his last. In his little trunk, “all kinds of things were piled up
together—the Party propagandist’s guidelines and the Jewish poet’s notebooks.
The portraits of Lenin and Maimonides lay side by side. . . . A lock of woman’s
hair was inserted in the book of the resolutions of the Sixth Party Congress, and
the margins of Communist leaflets were crowded with the crooked lines of

Hebrew verses.”?’

That there was a connection between Lenin and Maimonides (and the two
Elijahs, of course) is Babel’s conjecture; that there were many rebbes’ sons in the
Red Army is a fact. They fought against ancient backwardness and modern
capitalism, against their own “chimerical nationality” and the very foundations
of the old world (to paraphrase the “Internationale”). They had no Motherland;
they had nothing but their chains to lose; and—unlike many other
revolutionaries—they seemed to have an inexhaustible supply of proletarian
consciousness, or Social Democratic patriotism.

When M. S. (Eli-Moishe) Altman, the future classicist, was nine years old, he
organized a strike against autocracy in his heder. When he was a fourth-grade
gymnasium student, he wrote a prizewinning essay about Pushkin’s “The Bronze
Horseman.” And when he was in Chernigov as a twenty-two-year-old medical
student, he caught up with the revolution.

I foresaw the Bolshevik victory long before the end of the war and printed
a special leaflet warning the population of that fact. “We have come to
stay!” I wrote in that leaflet. When the Bolsheviks finally did come, they
were impressed by the leaflet and, having found out who the author of the
warning was, appointed me, a nonmember, as the editor of their official
newspaper, The News of the Executive Committee of Chernigov Province.
My life changed completely. I became a fanatical believer in Lenin and the
“world revolution” and walked around with such a revolutionary look on
my face that the civilian population did not dare come near me. When
“we” (the Bolsheviks) took Odessa, I remember staggering down the street
like a drunk.”®

Esther Ulanovskaia grew up in the shtetl of Bershad in Ukraine. As a little



girl, she loved Tolstoy, Turgenev, and her grandfather, the rabbi. She dreamed of
going to the university and then “straight to Siberia or the gallows.”

Everything about our shtetl annoyed and outraged me. . . . I wanted to fight
for the revolution, the people. But “the people” was a rather abstract
concept for me. The Jews who surrounded me were not the people—just a
bunch of unpleasant individuals, some of whom I happened to love. But
the muzhiks, who came to the shtetl on market days, got drunk, swore, and
beat their wives, did not look like the people I read about in books, either.
It is true that the shtetl Jews were kinder than the Ukrainian peasants, did
not beat their wives, and did not swear. But the Jews represented the world

I wanted to get away from.””

When she was thirteen, she moved to Odessa and joined the “Young
Revolutionary International,” most of whose members were Jewish teenagers.
They already had one Vera (Faith) and one Liubov (Love, or Charity), so Esther
became Nadezhda (Hope). “My name Esther (‘Esterka’ at home), and even its
Russian version, Esfir, sounded bad to me. Back in the shtetl everyone had tried
to adopt a Russian name; in Odessa, a Jewish name was a sign of frightful
backwardness.” The civil war provided all those who wanted to escape
backwardness—but would never have reached Siberia or the gallows—with the
opportunity for self-transformation, self-sacrifice, and ritual slaughter. Vera,
Nadezhda, and Liubov, among many others, were moved by the desire to
“avenge their comrades and, if necessary, die fighting.” At one point, they
entered a village, proclaimed Soviet power, and set up a blockade to prevent the
peasants from taking their produce to town. There were about a hundred of them,
and they were well armed. “I don’t know why we needed that blockade,” wrote
Nadezhda many years later. “I did not question anything and did not notice that
the peasants were becoming unhappy.” Nadezhda and her friends were fighting
for the people in general and no one in particular. Many of them died fighting.
Nadezhda survived and went on to become a Soviet secret agent in China,
Europe, and the United States.!%

Babel’s narrator (like Babel himself, in December 1917) also escaped
pogroms to join the secret police, or the Extraordinary Commission for
Combating Counterrevolution and Sabotage. There, at the end of “The Road” (as
the story is called), he found “comrades faithful in friendship and death,
comrades the likes of whom are not to be found anywhere in the world except in
our country.” They would remain friends until Babel’s death at their hands in



January 1940. The first head of the interrogation team investigating Babel’s
“espionage activity” was a Jewish fugitive from backwardness.!?!

For many young Jews during the civil war, Pushkin Street became “the road”
to the world revolution (or to combat against counterrevolution and sabotage, as
the case might be). It seemed to be an inexorable, uninterrupted, and universal
path of liberation, along which, “Locked in step, / Marched a yellow-faced
Chinaman / And a Hebrew with a pale countenance” (as losif Utkin, another
officially canonized Young Communist poet, put it). The journey was arduous,
but the goal was never in doubt—for right there, by their side, was “the poet of
the political department” leading the Bolsheviks “to where the shrapnel and the
grenades whiz by.” As Bagritsky wrote in 1924,

I took revenge for Pushkin by the Black Sea,

I carried Pushkin in the Urals through the woods,

I crawled with Pushkin in the shallow, muddy trenches,
Lice-eaten, starving, barefoot, and cold!

My heart would pound wildly with elation,

The flame of freedom would rise high within my breast,
When, to the song of bullets and machine guns,

I’d feel inspired to recite his ringing lines!

The years roll on along their narrow road,

New songs keep boiling up within my heart.

The spring’s in bloom—and Pushkin, now avenged,

Is with us still, singing of liberty.!%?

The revolutions of 1917 did not have much to do with either Pushkin or the
Jews. But the civil war that followed did. Most of the fighting took place in and
around the old Pale of Settlement, where ethnic Russians were a minority and
Jews made up a large proportion of the urban population. For Polish and
Ukrainian nationalists and assorted peasant (“Green”) armies, the Jews
represented the old Mercurian foe, the new capitalist city, the expansion of
Russian high culture, and, of course, Bolshevism (which represented all of the
above insofar as it was the religion of the modern city, ethnically Social
Democratic but for the time being Russian-speaking). For the Whites, whose
movement was hijacked early on by Russian ethnic nationalists and imperial



restorationists, the Jews represented all those things that used to be called
“German” (a combination of old Mercurianism and new urbanism as a form of
“foreign dominance”) and, of course, Bolshevism, which appeared to be a
particularly contagious combination of old Mercurianism and new urbanism as a
form of foreign dominance. For all these groups, the Jews became an enemy that
was easy to define and identify. The Ukrainian nationalists, in particular, could
succeed only if they conquered the city, but Ukrainian cities were dominated by
Russians, Poles, and Jews. The Russians and Poles had their own armies and
were rather thin on the ground; the Jews were either Bolsheviks or defenseless
shtetl dwellers. To the extent that they ceased to be defenseless, they tended to
become Bolsheviks.

The early Bolsheviks did not normally classify their enemies in ethnic terms.
The evil they were combating—*“the bourgeoisie”—was an abstract concept not
easily convertible into specific targets of arrests and executions. This was a
serious weakness in a modern war of ascriptive extermination: not only were
there no “bourgeois” flags, armies, or uniforms—there were no people in Russia
who used the term to describe themselves and very few people who could be
thus described according to Marxist sociology. Eventually, this challenge would
become grave enough to force the Soviet regime to modify its concept of evil,
but during the civil war the Bolsheviks were able to make up in determination
whatever they lacked in conceptual clarity.

The Whites, Greens, and Ukrainian nationalists never committed themselves
to the wholesale extermination of the Jews. Their detachments murdered and
robbed tens of thousands of Jewish civilians, and their secret services singled out
certain groups (mostly Jews but also Latvians) for special treatment, but their
leaders and their armies as political institutions were equivocal, defensive, or
loudly (and sometimes sincerely) indignant on this score. In the end, the Jewish
pogroms were seen as violations of discipline that demoralized the troops and
undermined the movements’ true objectives, which were fundamentally political.

Proper enemies were people who held certain beliefs.!?3

The Bolshevik practice was much more straightforward. “The bourgeoisie”
might be an elusive category, but no one apologized for the principle of their
“liquidation” on the basis of “objective criteria.” Property, imperial rank, and
education unredeemed by Marxism were punishable by death, and tens of
thousands of people were punished accordingly and unabashedly as hostages or
simply as “alien elements” within reach. There were many Jews among the
“bourgeois,” but Jews as such were never defined as an enemy group. The
Bolshevik strength lay not in knowing for sure whom to kill, but in being proud



and eager to kill individuals as members of “classes.” Sacred violence as a
sociological undertaking was an essential part of the doctrine and the most
important criterion of true membership.

This meant that Jews who wanted to be true members had to adopt physical
coercion against certain groups as a legitimate means of dealing with difference.
Or rather, they had to become Apollonians. As Babel’s Arye-Leib put it, in one
of the best-loved passages in Soviet literature:

Forget for a while that you have glasses on your nose and autumn in your
soul. Stop quarreling at your desk and stuttering in public. Imagine for a
second that you quarrel in city squares and stutter on paper. You are a tiger,
a lion, a cat. You can spend the night with a Russian woman, and the
Russian woman will be satisfied.!?*

A substantial number of Jews heeded Arye-Leib’s call. Their overall share of
Bolshevik party membership during the civil war was relatively modest (5.2
percent in 1922), but their visibility in city squares was striking. After the
February Revolution, all army officers had become suspect as possible
“counterrevolutionaries”; the new soldiers’ committees required literate
delegates; many of the literate soldiers were Jews. Viktor Shklovsky, the literary
scholar, estimated that Jews had made up about 40 percent of all top elected
officials in the army. He had been one of them (a commissar); he also
remembered having met a talented Jewish cellist who was representing the Don
Cossacks. In April 1917, 10 out of 24 members (41.7 percent) of the governing

bureau of the Petrograd Soviet were Jews. !0

At the First All-Russian Congress of Soviets in June 1917, at least 31 percent
of Bolshevik delegates (and 37 percent of Unified Social Democrats) were Jews.
At the Bolshevik Central Committee meeting of October 23, 1917, which voted
to launch an armed insurrection, 5 out of the 12 members present were Jews.
Three out of seven Politbureau members charged with leading the October
uprising were Jews (Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Grigory Sokolnikov [Girsh
Brilliant]). The All-Russian Central Executive Committee (VtsIK) elected at the
Second Congress of Soviets (which ratified the Bolshevik takeover, passed the
decrees on land and peace, and formed the Council of People’s Commissars with
Lenin as chairman) included 62 Bolsheviks (out of 101 members). Among them
were 23 Jews, 20 Russians, 5 Ukrainians, 5 Poles, 4 “Balts,” 3 Georgians, and 2
Armenians. According to Nahum Rafalkes-Nir, who represented Poalei-Zion, all
15 speakers who debated the takeover as their parties’ official representatives



were Jews (in fact, probably 14). The first two VtsIK chairmen (heads of the
Soviet state) were Kamenev and Sverdlov. Sverdlov was also the Party’s chief
administrator (head of the Secretariat). The first Bolshevik bosses of Moscow
and Petrograd were Kamenev and Zinoviev. Zinoviev was also the chairman of
the Communist International. The first Bolshevik commandants of the Winter
Palace and the Moscow Kremlin were Grigorii Isakovich Chudnovsky and
Emelian Yaroslavsky (Minei Izraelevich Gubelman). Yaroslavsky was also the
chairman of the League of the Militant Godless. The heads of the Soviet
delegation at the Brest-Litovsk negotiations were Adolf Ioffe and Trotsky.

Trotsky was the face of the Red Army.!%¢

When, in March 1919, the Petrograd Soviet, headed by Zinoviev, launched a
competition for the best portrait of “a hero of our age,” the suggested list of
heroes included Lenin, Lunacharsky, Karl Liebknecht, and four Bolsheviks
raised in Jewish families: Trotsky, Uritsky (the head of Petrograd’s secret police,
assassinated in August 1918), V. Volodarsky (Moisei Goldstein, Petrograd’s
chief censor as the commissar of print, propaganda, and agitation, assassinated in
June 1918), and Zinoviev himself.!%”

The Jewish share of the Party’s Central Committee in 1919-21 remained
steady at about one-fourth. In 1918, about 54 percent of all Petrograd Party
officials described as “leading” were Jews, as were 45 percent of city and
provincial Party officials and 36 percent of the Northern District commissars.
Three out of five members of the presidium of the Petrograd trade union council
in 1919, and 13 out of 36 members of the Executive Committee of the Petrograd
Soviet in 1920 were Jews. In 1923 in Moscow, Jews made up 29 percent of the
Party’s “leading cadres” and 45 percent of the provincial social security
administration. Their share in the city Party organization (13.5 percent) was
three times their share in the general population. Almost half of them were under
twenty-five years old (43.8 percent of men and 51.1 percent of women); 25.4
percent of all female Bolsheviks in Moscow were of Jewish background.
According to the historian of Leningrad Jewry Mikhail Beizer (and not
accounting for pseudonyms),

It may have seemed to the general population that the Jewish participation
in Party and Soviet organs was even more substantial because Jewish
names were constantly popping up in newspapers. Jews spoke relatively
more often than others at rallies, conferences, and meetings of all kinds.
Here, for example, is the agenda of the Tenth City Conference of the
Young Communist League (Komsomol), held in Petrograd on January 5th,



1920: Zinoviev made a speech on the current situation, Slosman read the
report of the city Komsomol committee, Kagan spoke on political and
organizational matters, Itkina greeted the delegates on behalf of female
workers, and Zaks represented the Central Committee of the

Komsomol.108

The secret police did less quarreling in public squares, but it was one of the
most public symbols of Bolshevik power. The proportion of Jews in the Cheka
as a whole was not very high (compared to what White propaganda often
alleged): 3.7 percent of the Moscow apparatus, 4.3 percent of Cheka
commissars, and 8.6 percent of senior (“responsible”) officials in 1918, and 9.1
percent of all members of provincial Cheka offices (Gubcheka) in 1920. As in
the Party, the majority of Cheka members were Russians, and by far the most
overrepresented group were the Latvians, consistently and successfully
cultivated by Lenin as the Praetorian Guards of the Revolution (35.6 percent of
the Moscow Cheka apparatus, 52.7 percent of all Cheka senior officials, and
54.3 percent of all Cheka commissars, as compared to about 0.09 percent in the
country as a whole and about 0.5 percent in Moscow). But even in the Cheka,
Bolsheviks of Jewish origin combined ideological commitment with literacy in
ways that set them apart and propelled them upward. In 1918, 65.5 percent of all
Jewish Cheka employees were “responsible officials.” Jews made up 19.1
percent of all central apparatus investigators and 50 percent (6 out of 12) of the
investigators employed in the department for combating counterrevolution. In
1923, at the time of the creation of the OGPU (the Cheka’s successor), Jews
made up 15.5 percent of all “leading” officials and 50 percent of the top brass (4
out of 8 members of the Collegium’s Secretariat). “Socially alien” Jews were
well represented among the Cheka-OGPU prisoners, too, but Leonard Schapiro
is probably justified in generalizing (especially about the territory of the former
Pale) that “anyone who had the misfortune to fall into the hands of the Cheka
stood a very good chance of finding himself confronted with and possibly shot
by a Jewish investigator.”10°

Specifically, and very publicly, Jewish names (and some transparent Jewish
pseudonyms) were associated with two of the most dramatic and symbolically
significant acts of the Red Terror. Early in the civil war, in June 1918, Lenin
ordered the killing of Nicholas II and his family. Among the men entrusted with
carrying out the order were Sverdlov (head of the the All-Russian Central
Executive Committee in Moscow, formerly an assistant pharmacist), Shaia
Goloshchekin (the commissar of the Urals Military District, formerly a dentist),



and Yakov Yurovsky (the Chekist who directed the execution and later claimed
to have personally shot the tsar, formerly a watchmaker and photographer). It
was meant to be a secret operation, but after the Whites reoccupied
Ekaterinburg, they ordered an official investigation, the results of which,
including the Jewish identities of the main perpetrators, were published in Berlin
in 1925 (and eventually confirmed). At the end of the civil war, in late 1920-
early 1921, Béla Kun (the chairman of the Crimean Revolutionary Committee)
and R. S. Zemliachka (Rozaliia Zal-kind, the head of the Crimean Party
Committee and the daughter of a well-off Kiev merchant) presided over the
massacre of thousands of refugees and prisoners of war who had stayed behind
after the evacuation of the White Army. For her part in the operation,
Zemliachka received the highest Soviet decoration: the Order of the Red Banner.
She was the first woman to be thus honored.!!”

But Jewish revolutionaries did not just tower over city squares—they were
prominent in the revolutionary remaking of those squares. Natan Altman, who
had begun his artistic career by experimenting with Jewish themes, became the
leader of “Lenin’s Plan for Monumental Propaganda,” the founder of artistic
“Leniniana” (Lenin iconography), and the designer of the first Soviet flag, state
emblem, official seals, and postage stamps. In 1918, he was put in charge of an
enormous festival marking the first anniversary of the October Revolution in
Petrograd. Fourteen kilometers (8.7 miles) of canvas and enormous red, green,
and orange cubist panels were used to decorate—and reconceptualize—the city’s
main square in front of the Winter Palace. The spatial center of imperial
statehood was transformed into a stage set for the celebration of the beginning of
the end of time. El Lissitzky (Lazar Markovich [Mordukhovich] Lisitsky) also
abandoned the attempt to create a Jewish national form in order to embrace the
international artistic revolution and the world revolution as a work of art. His
much celebrated “prouns” (the Russian acronym for “projects for the affirmation
of the new”) included designs for “Lenin’s podiums” (huge leaning towers
meant to soar above city squares) and the most iconic of all revolutionary
posters: “Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge” (the Whites being represented by
a white circle).!!!

The revolutionary rebirth was accompanied by revolutionary renamings,
which reflected the degree of Jewish prominence. In Petrograd alone, Palace
Square, decorated by Natan Altman, became Uritsky Square; the Tauride Palace,
where the Provisional Government had been formed and the Constituent
Assembly dispersed, became Uritsky Palace; Liteinyi Avenue became
Volodarsky Avenue; the palace of Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich became



Nakhamkes Palace; the Admiralty Embankment and Admiralty Avenue were
named after Semen Roshal; Vladimir Square and Vladimir Avenue were named
after Semen Nakhimson; and the new Communist Workers’ University (along
with various streets and the city of Elisavetgrad) was named afte